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ABSTRACT
In an era of educational reform, schools face the significant challenge of
increasing academic achievement. Learning Communities have emerged as a method of
school reform with some research suggesting their link to increasing academic
achievement and personalizing learning environments. Using individual and focus group
interviews, this qualitative case study examines the use of Learning Communities as a
reform initiative at a high school in New Mexico to facilitate a stronger sense of
belonging among students and to provide individualized guidance, tracking, and support.
Findings on the influence of Learning Communities are presented: addition of
Advisory/Advisor which provides academic assistance, fosters a sense of belonging, and
a personalized learning environment. Recommendations to improve Learning
Communities locally and nationally are included.

Keywords: learning communities, high school reform, academic achievement,
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
I am here to influence the success and achievement of my Advisory students. I’ve
developed a connection with my group.
Throughout time educators have sought a method to ensure that all children
receive a quality education. “Isn’t this the great promise of our public school system that
all children, regardless of race, socioeconomic status, gender, creed, color, or disability
will have equal access to an education that allows them to enjoy the freedoms and
exercise the responsibilities of citizenship in our democracy?” (Meier, et.al, p. vii). This
question, among many others, is behind the premise of education reform initiatives. The
notion of improving education and allowing access for all can be traced back to the
aspiration of Thomas Jefferson’s public education plan for Virginia, Brown v. Board of
Education, Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Title IX, and No Child Left
Behind (Barr & Parrett, 2007; Meier, et.al., 2007). For me, reform initiatives are or
should be mostly about this great promise. Smaller Learning Communities are one reform
initiative that has shown this promise.
The intent of Smaller Learning Communities is to restructure large schools into
smaller and personalized learning environments (Cleary and English, 2005; DarlingHammond, Ancess, and Wichterle Ort, 2002; Kahne et al., 2008; Klonsky and Klonsky,
1999; Klonsky and Klonsky, 2008; Lee and Friedrich, 2007; Ready, Lee and Welner,
2004). To maximize student success, many schools across the country implemented
various reform initiatives with the intent of increasing academic achievement, which in
turn is hoped to increase graduation rates. Ready, Lee, and Welner (2004), suggest that
the size of a school can affect learning. Among other claims, one of the benefits small

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

2

schools have over large schools is the ability to establish positive and personal
relationships (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). Klonsky &
Klonsky (2008) report lower disciplinary incidences and increased parent involvement in
schools who have embraced smaller learning communities. Over the past two decades the
Annenberg and Gates Foundations have committed millions of dollars to school reform
(Darling-Hammond, 2006; Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). In Chicago and New York,
much of this money was earmarked towards creating smaller theme-based and learning
community type schools (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004).
To be successful in school, students need to believe that they belong to a
community in which they feel supported (Ayers, 2000; Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus,
2006). Schools that have a supportive environment and foster a culture in which students
are able to build positive relationships and produce a stronger learning environment
(Rodriguez, 2008). It is vital for schools to encourage a strong relational element within
their school culture. When a student feels a sense of belonging in school, there is a strong
likelihood that academic achievement will follow (Ayers, 2000; Ready, Lee, & Welner,
2004). This is the notion behind learning communities; personalized, collaborative
teaching that focuses on the commitment that all students can learn in a supportive and
caring environment (Ayers, 2000; Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006; Klonsky &
Klonsky, 2008). Effective schools include four important elements which encompass the
learning community structure: qualified teachers, personalization, common core
curriculum which includes performance-based assessments, and support for those
students who have difficulties (Darling-Hammond, 2006).
Schools around the country continue to struggle with ensuring that students have
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proper reading skills, can test at proficiency levels commensurate with their grade level,
and are able to graduate from high school in four years. In my qualitative study I utilized
individual and focus group interviews to examine learning communities at a high school
in the state of New Mexico. Findings include data from both staff and students at Central
High School in Central, New Mexico.
At the time of this study, in the 2005-2006 school year, 74 percent of students
were ethnically minority with approximately 65 percent Hispanic. Sixty eight percent of
students qualified for free or reduced lunch. All students qualified for Title I services and
over 1,000 students received bilingual/English as a Second Language (ESL) services.
Central High School reached an enrollment of 2,500 students. At the time of the study in
2019, Central High served approximately 1,350 students which was demographically 62
percent Hispanic, 29 percent Caucasian, eight percent Native American and one percent
African American. Of those students, 66 percent received free or reduced lunch.
Statement of the Problem
As society becomes increasingly technological, a high school education is vital
(Davis & Dupper, 2004). Unskilled labor accounts for a small percentage of jobs in
today’s market and many of these jobs require a high school diploma (Davis & Dupper,
2004). Education and skilled labor are important determinants of labor market outcomes
(Murnane, 2007). Those who earn a high school diploma have the potential to earn up to
twice as much as those who dropout (Davis & Dupper, 2004). High school dropouts
account for almost half of those who receive welfare and a similar percentage of the
prison population (Davis & Dupper, 2004). Despite this, Kahne et al. (2008) suggest that
many students do not realize the importance of graduating and for many who do
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graduate, overall academic achievement is low. Over time, as the economy has changed,
the earning potential of those with an education has changed. In 1979 the average
earnings of a four-year college graduate were 46 percent more than that of a high school
graduate (Murnane, 1979). That gap has widened considerably as a four-year college
graduate earned 74 percent more than a high school graduate in 2005 (Murnane, 2007).
This is a significant difference as the average inflation adjusted earning potential of a
high school dropout declined by 16 percent (Murnane, 2007). This makes successfully
supporting students through their high school education an important individual and
societal good.
The design of small schools can be traced back to schools founded by Deborah
Meier, Central Park East Elementary and Secondary schools, in Harlem in the 1970s
(Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008). These schools followed a small design concept that began a
small school movement that spread around the country (Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008). In
1988 the Chicago school system underwent school reform that decentralized one of the
largest school districts in the nation (Chicago Local Schools Council, 2002). Following
these changes, many Chicago educators began seeking assistance from education
organizations to create small schools and learning communities throughout the city
(Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008). In 1991, Bill Ayers and Michael Klonsky founded the Small
Schools Workshop. To this day, Small Schools Workshop serves as a resource in
assisting large schools restructure to small schools (Klonsky & Klonsky 2008; Small
Schools Workshop, 2010). The Workshop based their restructuring efforts on researchbased results. Research findings included: a correlation of academic achievement,
retention, substance abuse, and disruptive behaviors, with the size of a learning
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environment (Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008).
Various labels have been assigned to school reform recommendations with the
intent of personalizing the school environment: small learning communities, small
learning environments, schools within schools, mini-schools, houses, teams,
pathways/clusters and small schools (Blanchard & Harms 2006; Felner et al., 2007). The
actual structure is the foundation in which smaller learning community strategies are
based (Blanchard & Harms, 2006). The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the
United States Department of Education have donated millions of dollars and established a
federal grant program toward the creation of smaller learning communities within high
schools around the country (Ready, Lee & Welner, 2004; Cleary & English, 2005; Kahne
et al., 2008; Lee & Friedrich, 2007). Smaller Learning Communities are developed within
large high schools by grouping students into common learning environments. Common
characteristics of a Smaller Learning Community include grouping students by cohort or
theme, same group of core teachers, and a shared area of the school where the group is
housed. A Smaller Learning Community embraces the notion of a, “school within a
school” (Darling-Hammond; Ancess, & Wichterle Ort, 2002). Small schools, including
Small Learning Communities within larger schools, can be an antidote to an educational
system that has lost its essence as it has become more bureaucratic and impersonal
(Klonsky & Klonsky, 1999; Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008; Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004).
Research Question
The high school, referred to throughout as Central or Central High School, located
in a town in central New Mexico, was the focus of my qualitative case study. I examined
effects of the Learning Communities reform initiative at Central High School. My study
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specifically explored the impact Learning Communities have on academic achievement
and sense of belonging from both student and staff perspectives. The research question
that guided my study was:
What are student and staff perspectives on the influence of smaller learning
communities on sense of belonging and academic achievement?
I believe my study contributes to the evaluation of the Learning Community
reform initiative at Central High School. My hope is that my research will provide insight
into the effectiveness of the Learning Communities movement nationally by providing
feedback, experiences, and reflections from students and staff members. Students and
staff provided insight regarding ways these attributes contributed and did not contribute
to student success and sense of belonging. In chapter five, I offer suggestions informed
from participant insights to assist in determining the direction of this initiative at Central
High School, as well as recommendations for improving the initiative. As Central High
School has a 78 percent minority demographic population, with 66 percent of students
receiving free and reduced lunch, in a broader context, this research also contributes to
understanding the impact a Learning Communities initiative could have on schools with
similar populations of students.
Graduation Rates
Levels of student cognitive skills are an accurate predictor of graduation from
high school, enrollment in college, and ability to earn a four- year degree (Murnane,
2000). The quality of a student’s mathematics and reading skills is also a predictor of
educational attainment as well as of labor market earnings (Murnane (2007). The national
graduation rate in the United States in school year 2018-2019 was 86 percent (Greene and
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Winters, 2005). In large urban area schools, where there are a large number of minority
and low socioeconomic students, only 56 percent of African American and 52 percent of
Hispanic students graduated (Green and Winters, 2005, Murnane, 2007). Three years
later, in 2005, the national rate remained relatively similar at 71 percent (Education
Research Center, 2008). Since that time, the national rate has steadily increased with the
national rate at 84 percent in 2016 (Education Center, 2017). Rates in New Mexico were
lower at 71 percent (Education Research Center, 2017).
While New Mexico’s graduation rate has increased since 2008 (see Table 1), the
dropout rate has also increased (New Mexico Legislative Finance Report, 2014). The
graduation rate in 2012 was 70 percent (Table 1). In 2010 the freshmen class in the state
of New Mexico consisted of approximately 27,000 students. Of those 27,000, eight
percent (2,342 students) were also classified as freshmen in 2009 (New Mexico
Legislative Finance Report, 2014). These students did not have enough credits to be
classified as sophomores. Only 287 of those 2,342 students graduated with their class in
2012 (New Mexico Legislative Finance Report, 2014). Of these students, 37 percent
dropped out between the 2010-2013 school years (New Mexico Legislative Finance
Report, 2014).
From 2009-2013, the state of New Mexico and Central High School four-year
cohort graduation rates varied (New Mexico Public Education Department, 2014). There
were those years that Central was within a couple percentage points of the New Mexico
state rates: 2008, 2012, and 2013. In 2009, Central exceeded the New Mexico state rate
by nine percent. With the exception of school years 2010 and 2013, Central High School
exceeded graduation rates of the state of New Mexico (see Table 1).

7
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Table 1: New Mexico and Central High School Graduation Rates: 2008 to 2021
2008

New Mexico
54

Central High School
55.6

2009

66.1

75.8

2010

67.3

64.2

2011

63

69.7

2012

70

70.9

2013

70.3

69.4

2014

69.3

73.9

2015

68.6

75.5

2016

71

81

2017

71.1

76.3

2018

73.9

73.9

2019

75.1

75.1

2020

76.9

77.1

2021

76.8

79.3

While the graduation rate in 2008 was alarming, the incremental increases
throughout the years are encouraging. The decrease in 2010, followed by an increase in
the subsequent three years, is notable. The increases from 2010 to 2016 are significant
with a decrease in 2017. From 2018-2021 there was an increase each year. Without
further information or data, it is difficult to explain the drop that was followed by an
increase. Studies of possible factors are needed to understand or explain the fluctuations.
I would like to believe that the Learning Communities initiative and elements associated
with it were contributing factors related to the increased graduation rate. My research
could provide insight into this fluctuation as Smaller Learning Communities at Central
High were at the pinnacle of implementation in 2009.
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No Child Left Behind
Central High School has not made adequate yearly progress (AYP) since the
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary act (ESEA) in 2001, which is
commonly referred to as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), (Darling-Hammond, 2006; New
Mexico Public Education Department, 2010). The intention of the act is to improve
education for students who are underrepresented; minorities, economically
disadvantaged, English language learners, and those with disabilities (Darling-Hammond,
2006). The charge of this reauthorization act is for all schools to meet proficiency targets
in order to meet one hundred percent proficiency by the 2013-2014 school year. The
belief is that achievement can occur when parents have broader educational options and
by improving teacher quality (Darling-Hammond, 2006). The act required for proficiency
targets to be measured using a standardized exam: the Standards Based Assessment
(SBA); this was implemented in New Mexico beginning in the 2004-2005 school year.
Each state is responsible for establishing a timeline to meet adequate yearly progress in
reading and math. There are various performance indicators, within No Child Left
Behind, which are measured by various factors to determine whether or not a school
makes adequate yearly progress. These indicators include state assessment scores which
measure mathematics and reading proficiency, student absentee rates, and graduation
rates (New Mexico Public Education Department, 2010). Any subgroup of students
containing 25 or more students is included in determining adequate yearly progress.
These subgroups include ethnicity, economically disadvantaged students, students with
disabilities, and English language learners (New Mexico Public Education Department,
2010). In 2007, 71 percent of American eighth graders scored at or below basic level in
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reading, while 69 percent scored at or below basic level in mathematics (National Center
for Education Statistics). In New Mexico 83 percent of eighth graders scored at or below
basic level in reading, while 82 percent of eighth graders scored at or below basic level in
mathematics (National Center for Education Statistics).
At Central High School, in 2009, 47 percent of eleventh graders were proficient in
reading, while 27 percent of eleventh graders were proficient in mathematics. In 2009,
proficiency goals were not met in reading or mathematics. Participation rates and
graduation rates were both met in 2009 (New Mexico Public Education Department,
2010). In 2010, 54 percent of eleventh graders were proficient in reading, while 32
percent of eleventh graders were proficient in mathematics. In 2010, while proficiency
goals were met in reading, they were not met in mathematics. Participation rates as well
as graduation rates were both met in 2010 (New Mexico Public Education Department,
2010). In 2011, 38 percent of eleventh graders were proficient in reading, while 29
percent were proficient in mathematics. Proficiency goals were not met in reading or
mathematics (Public Education Department, 2014). While Central High School did not
make adequate yearly progress in 2009 or 2010, proficiency scores in reading and
mathematics increased by 8.2 percent and 4.94, respectively, in 2010. The No Child Left
Behind act required all schools to meet a 100 percent proficiency rate on the standardsbased assessment by the 2013-2014 school year. This has not occurred at Central High
School or in other New Mexico high schools. In 2012, the state of New Mexico was
granted a waiver by United States Department of Education to establish new goals with
the intent of achieving academic proficiency for students in New Mexico (US
Department of Education, 2012). The waiver was granted as schools were unable to
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achieve proficiency rates as required by No Child Left Behind; this waiver exempted
New Mexico from No Child Left Behind requirements. However, states were required to
submit a waiver to include new standards in which students would be measured to gauge
academic achievement (US Department of Education, 2012). New Mexico’s waiver
included: adopting Common Core standards, replacing the Standards Based Assessment
with the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC)
exam, and implementing a new system to evaluate teachers (New Mexico ESEA
Flexibility Request, 2012). The Common Core is a set of rigorous academic standards
designed to assist students in becoming prepared for post-secondary education and a
career (New Mexico ESEA Flexibility Request, 2012). The purpose of this is to “align
standards with college and work expectations and provide a consistent understanding of
what students are expected to know and be able to do, regardless of what state they live
in” (New Mexico ESEA Flexibility Request, 2012, p. 14). Through enhanced
relationships with peers who are actively engaged in their own learning, those who are
unmotivated are more likely to become committed to their education (Felner et al., 2007).
This allows students to experience a sense of growth as the learning environment fosters
a sense of individuality (Felner et al., 2007). This reiterates the importance of learning
communities and how it encourages positive relationships.
In 2011, New Mexico sought an alternative method to achieve annual
accountability. State lawmakers mandated a school grading system where schools earned
a letter grade of A, B, C, D, or F as an accountability grade based on basic requirements
(New Mexico Public Education Department, 2012). The school grades are included in
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) factors. In 2012, the United States Department of
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Education approved the New Mexico Grading Model as the Elementary and Secondary
Act (ESEA) system for accountability. This method then replaced the Adequate Yearly
Progress (AYP) system. The goals of the accountability school grading model are to
“correctly hold schools accountable for student learning, capture important differences
regarding achievement, avoid classifying schools based on characteristics outside their
control, provide information for school improvement, to create the correct motivations
for improvement” (New Mexico Public Education Department, January 2012, p. 2). The
framework for the grading model includes three basic elements that schools are rated on
current performance, growth, and other academic aspects. High School elements are
factored by a total percentage of one hundred: current standing 30 percent, growth 30
percent, opportunity to learn eight percent, graduation 17 percent, and college and career
readiness 15 percent (New Mexico Public Education Department, January 2012).
See Table 2: NM High School Grading System Indicators and Points (New Mexico
Public Education Department, January 2012, p. 5).
Table 2: NM High School Grading System Indicators and Points
Current Standing
Based on the Standards Based
Assessment
How did student perform in the most
recent school year?
School Growth of Highest Performing
Students
How well did the school help the highest
75% of individual students improve?

School Growth of Lowest Performing
Students
How well did the school help the lowest
25% of individual students improve?

Points

Percent Proficient

20

Value added condition of
performance, accounting for a
school’s student characteristics for
the past 3 years

10

Value added condition of
performance, accounting for a
school’s student characteristics for
the past 3 years

15 15

Value added condition of
performance, accounting for a
school’s student characteristics for
the past 3 years

15 15

30

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM
Graduation
How does the school contribute to ontime graduation and improve over time?

College and Career Readiness
Are students prepared for college and
career and what lies ahead after
graduation?
Opportunity to Learn

13
Percent graduating in 4 years
Percent graduating in 5 years

8
4
17

Value added condition of
performance, accounting for a
school’s student characteristics for
the past 3 years
Percent of all students that
participated in one of the
alternatives

5

Percent of participants that met a
success benchmark
Attendance for all students

10

Student survey

5

5
15

3
8

Does the school foster an environment
that fosters learning?
Total
Student and Parent Engagement

100

Bonus Points

+5

Does the school encourage student and
parent involvement?

This new grading system has indicators which correspond to elements that have
been implemented within the learning community’s initiative at Central High School. A
core Smaller Learning Community Leadership Team was formed in 2007 with the intent
of discussing SLC issues such as common formative assessments and working to
implement initiatives such as advisory to assist students (Graham & Ferriter, 2010).
Precursor Interventions before Small Learning Communities
To address the indicators of School Growth of Highest and Lowest Performing
Students (see Table 2) Central enacted an intervention program within the SLC structure.
Teachers had either an intervention or study hall period that was scheduled into the
school day. If a student required extra assistance in a class, they were sent to an
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intervention. If a student did not require extra individualized assistance, they were
assigned to a study hall. Study hall was used as a time to study or make up assignments.
Seniors who had yet to pass the Standards Based Assessment (SBA) were assigned to an
SBA prep intervention. This intervention addressed those students who were lowest
performing students (see Table 2). The intervention/study hall concept was similar to the
notion of placing students in a smaller learning community that matched their career
pathway. Elective teachers belonged to the smaller learning community that
corresponded to the career pathway that their courses matched, while core teachers selfselected. This corresponds to the indicator, “Opportunity to Learn” (see Table 2). All
indicators can be assessed according to the idea that regardless of the smaller learning
community/intervention/study hall, a student belongs to a group that fosters a positive
learning environment (Ayers, 2000; Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006; Borjian, 2008;
Kahne et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2007).
Smaller Learning Communities
Small schools not only benefit students, but they also benefit families and
communities (Cleary & English, 2005). In large schools’ students can easily become lost
and disconnected (Nieto, 1999; Borjian, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2006). In the ideal of
small schools every student is well known by some caring adult and every student has a
realistic possibility of belonging to something that’s meaningful (Ayers, 2000; AntropGonzalez & De Jesus, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Kahne et al., 2008; Patterson et
al., 2007). The idea is for students and teachers to build relationships and trust through
positive interactions, which in turn improves the climate and culture of the school
(Rodriguez, 2008) as well as the success of the student (Ayers, 2000). A necessary
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precondition for a democratic school is in the current jargon, to downsize to give
educational responsibility to smaller units of students and faculty. Depending of the grade
level of the students’ teachers would focus on activities that were appropriate. Example:
for freshman getting exposed to activities, sports, and clubs. For sophomores looking into
the PSAT, career exploration activities, and clubs. For juniors ACT or SAT test prep,
college/career exploration. For seniors possible taking the ACT/SAT in the fall, college
visits, and preparing for graduation. All these activities could be done solo or with
friends. Teachers, counselors, administrators can provide support and assistance. Schools
should be collaborative for faculty to sit together around the same table and make plans
for and with students (Blanchard & Harms, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Klonsky &
Klonsky, 2008; Wood, 1992).
Attachment/Belonging Theory
Attachment theory contributes to understanding of healthy human functioning
(Reio, et.al., 2009). The ability to form an attachment with another is a vital factor in
establishing relationships (Rodriguez, 2008). The emotional and social bonding between
children and parents is a determinant of relating patterns in adolescence and adulthood.
(Reio, 2009). The formation of positive social and emotional relationships with others
results in more secure attachments and feelings of belonging (Reio, 2009). Students who
have more positive interactions with others are more likely to experience more positive
outcomes such as higher academic achievement (Reio, 2009). Attachment is a strong
predictor of school completion and students with a secure attachment style are more
likely to believe that they belong (Reio, 2009). Girls are more likely than boys to express
a high sense of belonging (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).
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Smaller Learning Communities and Attachment Theory
Along with typical challenges present when implementing a new program,
obstacles must be overcome to achieve success as the initiative progresses. One of the
biggest challenges in implementing smaller learning communities is getting students to
believe in the program (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). For students to believe in the
program, they must trust those implementing the program (D’Angelo & Zemanick,
2009). Once students establish trust, they begin to believe school staff have a genuine
concern for them (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). Students begin to develop feelings of
connectedness and a sense they are known and cared for (Kahne et al., 2008). Building
relationships with students is vital to help students believe smaller learning communities
can assist them in achieving success (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009; Darling-Hammond,
2006; Kahne et al., 2008; Klonsky & Klonsky, 2008). This produces a personally
supportive and trusting environment for students (Kahne et al., 2008).
An important factor for belonging is a student’s personal belief in sense of
belonging and how it influences academic motivation and degree of engagement. This in
turn impacts the risk of students dropping out of school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).
When students believe that they belong, motivation and feelings that they can achieve
academically increase. Positive student relationships enhance the likelihood that students
will accept, respect, and trust their classmates. This encourages classmates to become
friends outside of the classroom; for those who face negative peer influences, it can
create dilemmas between classmates.
Minority Students and Attachment
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For students of color, success is dependent on forming a caring relationship with
an adult in the school (Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006; Cleary & English, 2005;
Rodriguez, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Wichterle
Ort, 2008; Lee & Friedrich, 2007), and on minority students believing they are treated
fairly and are challenged academically (Cleary & English, 2005). For students living in
poverty, disproportionately children of color, there is prevalence of lower attendance in
low performing schools. Hispanic students and English Language Learner (ELL) students
are more likely to not acknowledge that they are trying to do well in school (Goodenow
& Grady, 1993). They also have lower graduation rates; in 2021, Hispanic and ELL
graduation rates of 77 percent and 72 percent, respectively. Those with lower graduation
rates were students with disabilities with a 65 percentage rate
These schools tend to be staffed with lower qualified teachers (Murnane, 2007).
Thus, students leave high school without skills needed to earn a decent living in a rapidly
changing economy (Murnane, 2007). Smaller learning communities enable students to
receive more attention through a smaller setting. This attention is vital for students to
affirm personal as well as cultural identities (Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006). They
also tend to experience more positive social relations with both students and teachers
(Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). When smaller learning
communities are designed well, teachers and students, as well as students and students,
develop long term relationships which facilitate improved conditions for teaching and
learning (Borjian, 2008).
Research has been conducted regarding school structure and size and their impact
on learning. A longitudinal study conducted by Lee & Smith (1997) suggests long-term
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gains in reading and mathematics was highest in schools that contain between 600-900
students. Schools of this size are shown to be more beneficial for students who come
from disadvantaged backgrounds (Lee & Smith, 1997). While it is not usually fiscally
feasible for schools to reduce enrollments, it is possible for schools to “create small units
in which anonymity is banished” (NAASP, 2004, p. 5). Part of the grant program which
was implemented in the Central school district in 2010 was to be used towards revamping
schools. The United States Department of Education specifically allocated towards
smaller learning communities with the intention of personalizing larger high schools
(Cleary & English, 2005). Initiating smaller communities within the school population
enables staff to get to know and work with a smaller group of students. This provides an
environment where teachers can work with a smaller group of students which enhances
the teacher/student relationship (McIntosh & White, 2006). The benefit to students of
personalizing the environment by creating smaller schools within a school include
improved attendance and behavior, as well as increases in student achievement,
attachments/belonging, and teacher morale (McIntosh & White, 2006). The goal is that
this personalized environment will positively impact minority and disadvantaged
students.
Student to Student Attachments
Another factor relating to school completion is student-student relationships.
Students who develop close and rewarding relationships are more likely to complete
school (Reio, 2009). Positive student relationships can encourage engagement in
learning. Students tend to form relationships with those with similar interests. This can be
seen in the extracurricular activities that students participate in. It also creates a support
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system that is different from that of adults. Through enhanced relationships with peers
who are actively engaged in their own learning, those who are unmotivated are more
likely to become committed to their education (Felner et al., 2007). This allows students
to experience a sense of growth as the learning environment fosters a sense of
individuality (Felner et al., 2007). This reiterates the importance of learning communities
and how it encourages positive relationships.
Over time households have undergone various changes ranging from the nuclear
family to mixed families, including multigenerational, as well as those with single
parents. The days of the classic household where parents are married, dad works, and
mom is home with the kids is no longer universal (D’Angelo & Zemanick (2009). In
many instances, if parents are married, they both work and if no longer married, kids are
often going back and forth between two different families (D’Angelo & Zemanick,
2009). Educational practices have not evolved with families (D’Angelo & Zemanick,
2009).
Motivation
One of the major issues educators encounter in high schools is lack of student
motivation regardless of gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. Research on
motivation by Elliott & Dweck (2005) suggests that motivation in relation to achievement
is actually an innate need for competence. There is the belief that “people learn to use
self-regulatory tools to channel their general desire for competencies toward specific
outcomes and experiences that satisfy the competence need” (Elliott & Dweck, 2005, p.
6). It is also important to note, “competence relevant behavior is not only motivated by
the positive, but also the possibility of competence that is also motivated by the negative,
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aversive possibility of incompetence” (Elliott & Dweck, 2005, p. 6). Thus, in a school
setting, the student who is apathetic or lacking in skills may appear to be unmotivated to
avoid incompetence. When learning communities are developed appropriately, students
are in an environment where they are able to develop positive and personalized
relationships with peers and staff, which affect factors contributing to students’
motivation or lack of motivation (Felner et al., 2007). The intent behind personalizing a
school is to engage students so they are actively involved in their learning and their
learning environment (Felner et al., 2007).
History of Career Pathways at Central High School
To have students focus on taking a sequence of courses leading them toward a
future career, the Central district began implementation of career pathways. Wide
spectrums of careers are clustered into pathways which assist a student in focusing their
high school courses according to interests and career goals (Cotton, 2001). This was the
initial phase of what resulted in the district undertaking the Smaller Learning
Communities initiative. During the 1997-1998 school year the Central district hired a
Career Transition Specialist for Central High School. Funding for the position was
primarily provided through a five-year grant from the local branch of a New Mexico
public university. The agreement was that each year the district would assume
responsibility for more of the funding until the district assumed full funding for the
position. The Career Transition Specialist would be responsible for working with students
on career pathways and portfolios, organizing a career fair, job shadow day and setting up
a student Advisory program. Students self-selected into a career pathway, which was later
termed smaller learning community (Cotton, 2001). The intent of the Advisory program
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was to provide students the opportunity to work and connect with an adult who would
serve as advisor (Cotton, 2001). Despite some inconsistency in staffing that slowed
progress, many important initiatives and programs are still in place today.
In the fall of 2001, the Central district opened a satellite campus, a school within a
school (Cotton, 2001) at Central High School. The purpose of this Career Academy was
to offer various electives within career pathways that were not offered at Central High
(Cotton, 2001). The Career Academy also offered core courses for those students who
wanted to attend the Career Academy for the entire day. Students were provided with
career/academic/post-secondary assistance. Staff and community members worked
together to build career/academic/post-secondary career clusters. Career pathways are
small groups of occupations within a career cluster. Occupations within a pathway share
common skills, knowledge, and interests, secondary assistance, and provide support and
opportunities for students, which are an essential component of smaller learning
communities (Cotton, 2001). Career Action Planning (CAP) was created as a medium to
provide career and post-secondary awareness among students. Students were assigned in
groups to an individual teacher, a CAP teacher. The intent was to have students remain
with the same CAP teacher throughout their four years of high school to provide
consistency and provide every student opportunity to establish a mentor-like relationship
with an adult in the school. Each of the four grade levels focused on a different aspect of
career planning. Using a career interest inventory, students were also assigned to a career
pathway. The four career pathways were: Arts & Communication; Business &
Management; Education, Health, & Human Services; and Engineering, Industry, &
Science. These four pathways later transformed into four smaller learning communities.

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

22

Various days were scheduled throughout the school year, which were designated as CAP
days. On those days both campuses operated on an assembly schedule where students met
with CAP teachers and worked on a career planning assignment.
At the end of the 2005-2006 school year, the transition from career pathways to
smaller learning communities was underway. At this point the Career Academy served
approximately one hundred students. All career action planning duties/activities were
absorbed into the counseling office. Career Action Planning (CAP) was renamed
“Advisory” and CAP teachers now became Advisory Teachers. Mountain View and
Central High Schools were now both implementing the Small Learning Communities
initiative.
Student Advisory Program
One of the mainstay components of the Career Pathway, which are interwoven
into the into the SLC’s, Smaller Learning Community, as well as Advisory (which are the
focus of my study). As well as the Professional Learning Community, which are
important to Advisory Teacher development, collaboration, and innovative work in
relation to the SLC’s and student success. An important initiative at Central High School
is the Student Advisory Program. In Breaking Ranks II, there are seven cornerstone
strategies recommended for schools to improve student success (NAASP, 2004).
Cornerstone strategies two and three specifically address Advisory programs:
“Connections with Students: Increase the quantity and improve the quality of
interactions between students, teachers, and other school personnel by reducing the
number of students for which any adult or group of adults is responsible.”
Personalized Planning: Implement a comprehensive Advisory program that ensures each

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

23

student has frequent and meaningful opportunities to plan and assess his or her academic
and social progress with a faculty member (NAASP, 2004, p. 3).
The Student Advisory Program at Central High provides another method needed
for students to feel connected to their school (Shulkind & Foote, 2009). Advisory
Teachers act as teacher mentors to establish meaningful and consistent relationships with
individual students (Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009) and are selected from the
ranks of teachers at Central. Advisory-Teachers became a supplement to counselors to fill
the role of nurturer and guide (Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009). In order for
Advisory-Teacher to be successful in their relationships with students, there must be
mutual trust, respect, and confidence (Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009). At this
school, Advisory-Teacher keep track of how students are doing in their classes.
Advisory-Teacher believe part of their role is to keep up with their students’ academic
progress (Shulkind & Foote, 2009). I also witness them often become confidants for
students. Many view their role as that of problem solver or one who is able to provide
advice (Shulkind & Foote, 2009). Advisory-Teacher and students agree that a strong
advisor/student relationship has a significant impact on academic success (Shulkind &
Foote, 2009). Advisory-Teachers believe this occurs due to the positive and caring
environment established which contributes to academic achievement (Shulkind & Foote,
2009).
All teachers are advisory teachers. The advisory class is scheduled into the regular
school day. The number of students in each of the four SLC’s dictated how many
teachers were in each SLC. The goal was not to have more than thirty students per
teacher/per SLC. Teachers chose with SLC they wanted to be in. There were instances

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

24

where a teacher would have to choose a different SLC to even out the numbers per SLC.
Professional development was provided for a group of staff who attended an SLC
conference. When those staff returned, they provided training for other staff members. At
various intervals an SLC trainer would come in to provide support. Teachers did not
work with parents/families. The logistics of scheduling parent/families to come in would
have been difficult as the activities happened during the school day. However, parent
conferences for were scheduled in the fall and spring. Parents had the opportunity to
speak to parents at the conferences. Advisory teachers review grades on a weekly basis. If
issues arise, they will contact parents/guardians. Advisory teachers follow their group
through senior. The following year they will start over with the incoming freshmen class.
Each of the individual advisory classes is a community within the community of
the high school. As the same group of students meet twice weekly, they become a part of
their advisory community. Students have the opportunity to study, do homework, or
finish assignments during advisory. The group gets to know each other. As time goes by,
they become a community within advisory. They spend four years together in the same
advisory class unless a student leaves the school. One teacher mentions that he got to
know his advisory students extremely well as he was with that group for all four years.
They become an advisory community. Smaller Learning Communities have evolved over
time at Central High School. This section offers an overview of their history and some of
the key components and evolving aspects.
Origins and Initial Implementation
In 2005, a team from the Small Schools Workshop was invited by the district to
visit Central High School. The Small Schools Workshop is made up of educational
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leaders who work with schools to help redesign their structure into Smaller Learning
Communities (Small Schools Workshop, 2010). Team members from the Small Schools
Workshop conducted intensive focus groups with the superintendent, school board
members, assistant superintendents and directors, building administrators, faculty, and
students. The team also met with parents, business leaders, feeder school principals, and
members of the community. The district provided the team with data referring to student
achievement, graduation rates, and dropout rates. The majority of the findings in the
report resulted from the summarization of conversations with the above-mentioned
groups. The following issues were the primary focus of the team.
• Academic Rigor
• School Improvement Planning
• Closing the Achievement Gap
• School Environment
• Curriculum and Program Design
• Teacher and Staff Professional Development
• Quality Programs for Central High School
• Business and Community Partnerships
• 9th Grade Transitions
• Alignment with Middle School Programs
Following this audit, the Central district superintendent and school board decided
to implement Smaller Learning Communities. The goal was to examine what the Small
Schools Workshop team found at Central High and implement a plan of action. In
January 2006 the district sent a group, which included teachers, administrators, and a
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counselor to the 5th Annual Small Schools Institute Workshop. The information gathered
at the Small Schools Institute Workshop became the basis for Central High School to
undertake this reform movement. The team that attended the Small Schools Institute
Workshop became the foundation for a leadership team.
Evolving Structure and Elements
The ninth-grade class of 2010 was the initial class to experience the fully initiated
Smaller Learning Community initiative. The class became known as the Preparatory
Academy. The intent of establishing a Freshman Preparatory Academy was to better
assist ninth graders in the transition to high school (Cotton, 2001). The transition year
between middle and high school is vital to the success or failure of a students’ high
school education as the transition can be stressful (McIntosh & White, 2006). It was
important to align discipline, curriculum, and retention rates for incoming ninth graders.
Freshman Preparatory staff worked closely with middle school staff to prepare eighth
graders for high school. The Freshman Preparatory Academy became its own smaller
learning community within Central High. The academy included three teams: orange,
blue, and white. Each team of advisory teachers shared a common prep period, which
provided Advisory-Teacher teams the time and opportunity to collaborate (Cotton, 2001).
Placing ninth grade students into a team can result in a decreased failure rate for
freshman as a sense of community fosters success (Cotton, 2001 & McIntosh & White,
2006).
Numerous provisions were made to assist students (Cotton, 2001) each AdvisoryTeacher team met twice a week to discuss strategies for students who were failing or
were beginning to fail, student/team/parent conferences were held when necessary,
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improvement plan contracts were signed between students and teams, after school
tutoring was offered for core subjects, lunch detention was used for minor infractions,
and teachers gave up their lunch time at least once a week to collaborate and insure
horizontal alignment within their curriculum.

Central High
School
2500 students
5 Small Learning
Communities
120 Students each
Advisory Classes
60-90 min
periods
6 period day
25 students + 1
Advisory-Teacher
Advisory-Teacher +
Student

In the fall of 2007, duties for Advisory-Teachers were expanded to add Parent
Advisory-Teacher conferences. That year the district made the decision to implement
parent conferences in the manner in which elementary schools traditionally held
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conferences: teachers setting up a conference with the parent(s) of each student in their
class twice a year. Within the SLC structure, this became Advisory-Teachers holding a
conference with the parent/families of each of the 25 or so students in their Advisory
Class. Based on the ratio of student to counselors it was not feasible for counselors to
conduct these conferences. Advisory-Teachers became responsible for conducting
“Parent Advisory Conferences” for their Advisory students in the fall and winter of each
year. These conferences provided a varied opportunity for parents/families to be involved
in their students’ education (Cotton, 2001). Advisory-Teachers assist parents in
maintaining an integral relationship with the school (Cotton, 2001). The advisor reviews
current grades, the students’ transcript, and credits earned or not earned.
Career Pathways Developed Over Time within Small Learning Communities.
The previous year students took an interest inventory to align interests with career
pathways. The original career pathways were realigned and renamed. Students now had
to choose from four Smaller Learning Communities:
•

Business, Communication, and International Studies (BCIS)

•

Fine Arts, Media Entertainment (FAME)

•

Government, Education, and Medical Services (GEMS)

•

Science, Technology, Engineering, and mathematics (STEM)

In the fall of 2008 the leadership team, which now included department chairs as
well as smaller learning community chairs, worked closely with the principal to further
expand Smaller Learning Communities within Central High School. The team began
planning to expand the program by implementing portfolios for seniors. Portfolios
included written work as well as visual presentations depending on the community.
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Various events were implemented to highlight smaller learning communities to engage
community involvement and positively highlight the high school (Cotton, 2001).
Advisory Classes/Groups
Schools around the country have sought various methods to successfully mentor
students, especially minority and lower economic students, to achieve academically
(Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009). The notion is that if a student is able to
establish a trusting and meaningful relationship with at least one adult within the school,
the student will develop resiliency (Ayalon, 2007). This fosters a caring environment in
which the student feels supported and valued which in turn promotes academic
achievement (Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009). This was the intent when the
Advisory program was initiated at Central High. Teachers took on the role of AdvisoryTeachers to a group of students. Throughout the years there have been different methods
to assign students to an advisor. Students have been assigned to Advisory-Teachers
randomly by graduation year and Advisory-Teachers keep the same group of students
(unless a student transfers out of the school) and they remain with that advisor throughout
their four years of school. In some years they’ve been assigned by graduation year and
didn’t necessarily stay with the same advisor the following year. They’ve also been
assigned according to which smaller learning community they belonged to with the idea
of being with a group who share similar career interests. The role of advisor includes
weekly monitoring of grades for each student, serving as the facilitator during parent
conferences in October and January, and mentoring students with academic, career, and
college issues. Throughout the years I have heard both students and Advisory-Teachers
comment on how this caring relationship has enabled students to be more successful in
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high school (Ayalon, 2007; Shulkind & Foote, 2009).

The Role of PLCs and Their Relationship to SLC’s
Professional Learning Communities are helpful to encourage shared learning and
collaboration among teachers. They are especially important in relation to Smaller
Learning Communities at Central. Within an SLC system and structure, AdvisoryTeachers need time learn and collaborate as well as ongoing training to develop skills
necessary to advising, mentoring, and facilitating relationships among students that
positively influence well-being and academic success. At the end of the 2008-2009
school year a new initiative, Professional Learning Communities, was implemented at
both high schools. These Professional Learning Communities focused on learning in a
collaborative environment (Graham & Ferriter, 2010). Teachers are no longer working in
isolation, as a single unit within their classroom (Graham & Ferriter, 2010) or Advisory
class within the SLCs. Teachers work collaboratively to set up curriculum and common
formative assessments guide teacher practice (Graham & Ferriter, 2010). Teachers work
within an SLC Advisory-Teacher team to intervene with struggling student. The PLC
process allows teachers to collaborate which further promotes learning. It also further
engages proficient students to provide a community of learning (Graham & Ferriter,
2010).
Physical Facility Development for Smaller Learning Communities
At the end of the school year the district curriculum department put together a
proposal for a smaller learning community federal grant. The state provided eighty
percent of the funding based on the age and condition of the school. The Central district
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and school administration along with architects planned and prepared for a complete
remodel plan for Central High. The remodel was projected to be completed in
approximately two years. Construction began towards the end of the 2012 school year.
The school continued to function throughout construction. The layout was designed to
encompass learning communities. Particular areas of the school were built to be
conducive to particular learning communities. Each wing contains classrooms that can be
utilized for various class activities. Various clubs use the rooms for meetings. The lecture
hall is used for staff meetings, testing students, or clubs/organizations.
Academic Achievement within Learning Communities
Personalized learning communities cultivate learning which in turn increases
achievement (Felner et al., 2007). School reformers are working to establish quality
educational opportunities. There is an understanding that quality education is a result of
high expectations and academic standards (Borjian, 2008). Students must believe they are
capable of achieving. In this type of environment students are supported and there is an
understanding that all adults are responsible for the academic success of all students
(Borjian, 2008). There is a correlation between academic achievement and a personal
connection to school (Blanchard & Harms, 2006). Empirical research on smaller learning
communities, within large schools, shows that student achievement, academic equity, and
graduation rates are high as compared to large schools that do not have small learning
communities (Kahne et al., 2008; Klonsky & Klonsky, 1999; Lee & Friedrich, 2007). I
designed my study to explore some of the influences SLCs are having in these areas from
student and faculty perspectives.
Need for the Study
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In the years I’ve worked in the Central District, various reform initiatives have
been implemented with the intent of increasing academic achievement. Research on
school reform indicates there are various factors that influence academic achievement.
Successful reform initiatives produce schools that are operated effectively. Quantitative
data, summative and formative, are analyzed to provide the district and school with
concrete numerical data which includes testing scores and graduation rates (Blanchard &
Harms, 2006). As academic achievement has been examined in the majority of studies
regarding reform, my study will also examine it in relation to sense of belonging. Sense
of belonging is difficult to quantify. Thus, this qualitative study will allow me to explore
the perceptive and affective characteristics of the initiative (Blanchard & Harms, 2006).
Reform initiatives bring change and change is not easily embraced. Bolman &
Deal (2008) state “change undermines existing structural arrangements, creating
ambiguity, confusion, and distrust” (p. 383). In order for change to be effective,
preconceived ideas must be challenged when decisions and solutions are explored
(Blanchard & Harms, 2006). Systemic alterations must be analyzed before reform
strategies are deemed successful (Blanchard & Harms, 2006). Along with systemic
change comes cultural change. In order for a reform initiative to be successful, a shift in
school culture must occur (Blanchard & Harms, 2006; Fullan, 2001).
My research examined the Smaller Learning Communities initiative that began in
the fall of 2006 at Central High School in Central New Mexico. The research specifically
focused on the impact of this initiative in relation to academic achievement and sense of
belonging from the perspectives of staff and students. As numerous schools around the
nation adopt Smaller Learning Communities initiatives, this study contributes to research
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and understanding of this type of school reform.

Definitions
Sense of Belonging/Belonging – A feeling of acceptance, respect, and mutual positive
relationships.
Smaller Learning Community (SLC) – School-Within-A-School. A school
organizational model that is an increasingly common form of learning environment in
American secondary schools to subdivide large school populations into smaller,
autonomous groups of students and teachers – Chicago High School Redesign Initiative
– At Central High School, the site of this study, at the time of my study there were four
SLCs, each with a focus on one career pathway.
Career Pathways – small groups of occupations within a career cluster. Occupations
within a pathway share common skills, knowledge, and interests.
Students focus on a career pathway that aligns with their interests following high school.
Advisory Classes – SLCs at Central High School are divided into even smaller
communities of about 25 students with one Advisory-Teacher to promote relationships
between students and between students and the Advisory-Teacher.
Advisory-Teacher – a term I am using throughout my dissertation to refer to
professionals who hold a dual role within the SLCs at Central High School of both
Teacher and Advisor/Mentor within a specific Career Pathway SLC.
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CHAPTER 2
Review of Literature

Throughout time schools have sought methods to enable all students to achieve.
There are those who believe schools do not have the ability to impact poverty stricken
and/or minority students. There are others who hold the belief that all children, regardless
of race, gender, socioeconomic status, or family background can achieve academic
success. Minority and poor students have the ability to achieve when given the proper
tools; academic support, quality teachers, strong leadership, and effective learning
environments (Davis & Dupper, 2004; Murnane 2007). Those who don’t receive an
adequate education face the prospects of minimum wage jobs, poor job advancement,
substance abuse, or dysfunctional behavior (Davis & Dupper, 2004; Murnane 2007). This
makes it imperative for schools to create learning environments of support, belonging,
attachment, and success for every student. Smaller Learning Communities are designed
with this in mind and the literature related to student success in school provide an
important backdrop for my study.
My literature review begins with an historical overview of the American
educational system. I include an outline of what constitutes an effective school and the
impact effectively run schools have on student learning. Fundamental identities and
personal contexts that impact success in school include race/ethnic origin and social
class. I also reviewed additional factors impacting success. Factors which make up a
school environment, including school culture, support systems, relationships, and identity
are explored. Each of these factors are associated with my exploration of academic
achievement and sense of belonging and their relationship to smaller learning

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

35

communities.
History of the American Educational System
A guaranteed right to an education has followed a difficult and tumultuous path in
the United States. Educational Policy has transformed from a privilege into a guaranteed
civil right (Barr & Parrett, 2007). There was a time when students were placed on an
educational track: general, vocational or college preparatory. This practice has evolved
into mandated education with the expectation that all students will meet standards for
proficiency with the goal being graduation. The educational system has undergone
significant changes from the days of a one room school house. Education was not always
a right for all. There were those who were denied an education, segregated by race,
evolving into equal opportunity education, culminating in educational practices of today
where the expectation is proficiency for all students (Barr & Parrett, 2007). Table 3
depicts significant milestones of education over the past two centuries.
Table 3: Milestones in American Public Education (American Association of
School Administrators, 2004, as cited in Barr & Parrett, 2007).

Access to
Education

Equal
Educational
Opportunity
High
Achievement for
All

1837
1954
1965
1972

Creation of Massachusetts Board of Education and the
selection of Horace Mann as secretary: Universal
education through the elementary grades
Brown v. Topeka Board of Education decision: Equal
educational opportunity and access for African
American students
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA):
Equal access and treatment for poor students and
minority students
Title IX of ESEA: Equal treatment for female students

1974

Education for All Handicapped Children Act: Equal
access and treatment for students with disabilities

2002

No Child Left Behind: Universal proficiency for all
students
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In the United States, the right to an education evolved from access for a select
group of people to access for all. Many underrepresented groups: women, minorities,
economically disadvantaged, and handicapped people were denied the advantage of an
education. From the mid-1800s into the mid-1900s legislation was endorsed to grant the
right of education to all (Barr & Parrett, 2007). However due to various circumstances,
many were unable to attend school and for those who did, education did not continue past
elementary school (Barr & Parrett, 2007). In the 1950s through the end of the 1960s
African Americans struggled to gain equal access to education (Barr & Parrett, 2007).
Numerous civil rights demonstrations took place with the intent of achieving
desegregation of schools. Once equality in education became commonplace, educational
expectations shifted to the notion of all students achieving academic proficiency (Barr &
Parrett, 2007).
Effective Schools
Academic success is impacted by the level of effectiveness at which a school
operates (Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005). Barr & Parrett (2007, p. 1) succinctly
summarize the need to effectively provide students a quality education.
With a high-quality education, almost anyone, regardless of race, gender, social class, or
national origin, can gain access to economic prosperity and security. Without an adequate
education, the promise of prosperity and security that is the foundation of a democratic
society is out of reach. Without a high-quality education, a person can live in the richest
nation on earth yet lack adequate job opportunities, housing, and health benefits, and he
or she can too easily fall victim to crime, addiction, abuse, and other dangerous behavior.
Students who attend effective schools have significantly higher passing rates on
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assessments in contrast to those who attend ineffective schools (Marzano, Waters &
McNulty, 2005). Effective schools have the ability to change a low performing, high
poverty school, into a high performing school (Barr & Parrett, 2007).
Dropouts and Retention
Various factors contribute to dropping out of school: academic failure, grade
retention, absenteeism, negative behavior, discipline issues, and overall negative
experiences (Davis & Dupper, 2004 and Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007). Other
variables that predict school dropout are low socio-economic status, being male, and
experiencing negative peer influences (Davis & Dupper, 2004). Half of teenage girls who
give birth to a child will drop out of high school (The Center for Disease Control, Teen
Pregnancy, 2012). A culmination of one or more of these experiences in school can lead
to feelings of alienation and can eventually lead to dropping out (Christle, Jolivette, &
Nelson, 2007). In many urban high schools, low graduation rates and high dropout rates
are common (Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007). Reform initiatives seek to reverse this
trend. Small learning communities contribute to increasing attendance and decreasing
dropout rates by providing support and a sense of belonging (Kahne et at., 2008).
Increasing academic achievement to maximize graduation rates is the intent of smaller
learning communities (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). Placing students in a personalized
learning environment, such as SLCs, fosters achievement (Felner et al., 2007).
Minority Students and Retention
Lower retention rates are prevalent for those students who are minority and
economically disadvantaged (Patterson, Hale & Stessman, 2007; Antrop-Gonzales & De
Jesus, 2006; Christle, Jolivette & Nelson, 2007; Borjian, 2008; Felner el al., 2007; Lee &
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Friedrich, 2007). When comparing reasons for dropping out between Hispanic and nonHispanic students, Hispanic students are more likely to drop out due to family reasons
(Reio, 2009). The organization, Think New Mexico, states, “Large traditional schools are
many times better at producing anonymity, alienation, and dropouts than high school
graduates” (Schoellkopf, Albuquerque Journal Article, 2008). Students who drop out of
school are more likely to be unemployed, more likely to receive public assistance, have
less earning potential, and are more likely to end up in prison (Patterson, Hale &
Stessman, 2007; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007, Patterson et al., 2007). For those
females of minority status who become pregnant, fifty percent will obtain a high school
diploma by the age of twenty-two, compared to ninety percent of females who did not
have a child (The Center for Disease Control, Teen Pregnancy, 2012). Children of
teenage mothers are also more likely to not have received a high school diploma (The
Center for Disease Control, Teen Pregnancy, 2012).
A high school diploma is beneficial. Post-secondary education and job
opportunities are more readily available to those with a high school diploma than to high
school dropouts (Patterson, Hale & Stessman, 2007). Dropping out of high school has a
negative effect on individuals, schools, communities, and society as a whole (Patterson,
Hale, & Stessman, 2007; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007). One of the most vital
factors in preventing adult poverty is the attainment of at least a high school diploma
(Children’s Defense Fund, CDF, 2009). While the education level of the overall
population has risen in the past four decades, the level has not risen proportionately for
Hispanics in comparison to Whites (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2012). This disparity
in educational attainment impacts future earning potential for those who are Black or
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Hispanic (Barr & Parrett, 2007). The figures in Table 3 are notable as Central High
serves a predominately Hispanic population of students.
Table 4: Adjusted cohort graduation rate (ACGR) for public high school students, by race
ethnicity: 2018-19
Educational Attainment by Race
Total

White

Asian

Black

Hispanic

American
Indian
Alaska Native

High School
Graduate or
More
2018-2019

86

89

93

80

82

74

School
Year - 2021
Number of HS Students Ever Enrolled for
One or More Semesters During 4 Years of
Cohort
N
All Students
Male
Female
African American
Caucasian
Asian
Hispanic
Native American
English Learners
Economically Disadvantaged
Students with Disabilities
Foster Care
Homeless

%
26092
13311
12781
605
6326
477
15859
2825
8183
16642
3749
52
1340

Note - Adapted from the NMPED, 2022

Socioeconomic Status
Those who enter the workforce without a suitable education are paid less,

100.0%
51.0%
49.0%
2.3%
24.2%
1.8%
60.8%
10.8%
31.4%
63.8%
14.4%
0.2%
5.1%
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underemployed or unemployed, or must hold multiple jobs (Barr & Parrett, 2007). This
level of poverty can lead to depression, substance abuse, criminal behavior,
homelessness, or a dysfunctional lifestyle (Barr & Parrett, 2007). Homeless children are
four times more likely to be developmentally delayed and two times more likely to grow
up with learning disabilities which impacts the ability to obtain a high school diploma
(The National Center on Family Homelessness, 2012).
Teenage mothers have a higher prevalence of poverty than mothers who wait to
have children after high school. The children of teen mothers are also more likely to grow
up in poverty, become incarcerated, and have lower education achievement (The Center
for Disease Control, Teen Pregnancy, 2012). Children born to single mothers are twice as
likely to miss eleven or more days of school as those from two parent families (Bloom,
Cohen, & Freeman, 2011). While eighty three percent of children were reported to have
excellent or very good health in 2011, forty three percent of children from economically
disadvantaged families were considered to have excellent health as compared to sixty
four percent of children from families not economically disadvantaged (Bloom, Cohen, &
Freeman, 2011). This corresponds with type of family health insurance, sixty four percent
with private insurance as opposed to forty six percent with Medicaid or public insurance
(Bloom, Cohen, & Freeman, 2011).
Small learning communities allow minority students in lower socioeconomic
classes to feel more connected to teachers who understand the rigor in their academics
and feel a sense of fairness in their learning environment (Cleary & English, 2005) as
well as those who are willing to be flexible to and supportive of each child’s
circumstances. This in turn influences a student’s performance. A student’s performance
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in the classroom impacts their ability to earn a living post high school. A person’s
educational attainment has a direct impact on their future earning potential (See Tables 4
and 5).
Table 5: Mean Earnings by Highest Degree Earned: 2009
Mean Earnings By Level of Highest Degree
No
Diploma

High
School
Diploma

Some
College

Associates
Degree

Bachelors
Degree

Masters
Degree

Doctorate
Degree

Professional
Degree

20,241

30,627

32,295

39,771

56,665

73,738

103,054

127,803

Note. Adapted from the U.S. Census Bureau, 2010

Table 5a: Median Weekly Earnings: 2017
Mean Weekly Earnings By Level of Highest Degree
No
Diploma

High
School
Diploma,
No
College

Some
College

Associates
Degree

Bachelors
Degree

Masters
Degree

Doctorate
Degree

Professional
Degree

520

712

774

836

1,173

1,401

1,743

1,836

Note. Adapted from the Bureau of Labor Statistics: 2017
Barriers to Learning
While some characteristics that are barriers to learning are easily identifiable in
students, others are virtually invisible. Poverty can sometimes be visibly identified by the
clothes a student wears or lack of cleanliness due usually to a lack of access to facilities.
Race or origin may be identified by the color of skin, accent, or difficulty with the
English language. Yet, the prospect of facing a typical high school day of educating from
one hundred to one hundred and fifty students can be daunting. Unless a student lets it be
known, a teacher may be unaware of difficulties a student is facing on any given day.
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Marzano (2003) reports on various issues that students experience while in school. Table
6 provides a synopsis of challenges a student might bring with them to school on a daily
basis. These challenges not only impact students and educators, they also affect society as
a whole.
Table 6: Serious Issues which Impact Students
Issue
Youth Violence

Suicide

Child Abuse

Pregnancy

Serious Issues that Impact Youth
Statistics
Rape: Thirty five percent of women who were raped before the age of
18 will also experience rape as an adult. This is compared to 14 percent
of women who were raped as adults but not raped as a minor (Black,
et.al., 2010).
Homicide: This is the second leading cause of death for those between
the age of ten and 24 in the U.S. and the third leading cause of death
(one hundred and twenty-five deaths) in New Mexico in 2005-2007.
Child Abuse – see section below
Suicide is the third leading cause of death for those between the ages of
ten and twenty-four, with approximately 4,600 lives lost per year. A
survey of youth in ninth to twelfth grade reports, “…16% of students
reported seriously considering suicide, 13% reported creating a plan,
and 8% reported trying to take their own life in the 12 months
preceding the survey” (Center for Disease Control, 2012, is there a
page number or is this a website?).
-Males are more likely to die from suicide than females.
-Females are more likely to attempt suicide than males.
-Native American/Alaskan youth have the highest rate of death by
suicide.
-U.S. Hispanic youth are more likely to report a suicide attempt than
White or Black youth.
-Suicide is the second leading cause of death (205) in New Mexico
from 2005-2007.
Common types of abuse: physical, sexual, emotional, neglect.
The Center for Disease Control (2012) reports:
-More than 740,000 youth are treated in hospital emergency
departments for abuse – 84 children every hour.
-State and local agencies receive over three million reports of
maltreatment per year with a total cost of one hundred twenty-four
billion dollars.
- In 2010 of 1,000 children who were abused, over 14 percent were
Black, 11 percent American Indian/Alaskan Native, over 10 percent
Pacific Islander, over eight percent Hispanic, over seven percent
White, and over one percent Asian.
Girls between the ages of 15 and 19 gave birth to over 320,000 babies
in 2011 (The Center of Disease Control, 2012).
-In 2011 Black and Hispanic pregnancies made up 57 percent of teen
pregnancies.
-Millions of dollars are spent each year on child-care, health care, and
incarceration rates for children born to teenage mothers.
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Homelessness

The National Center on Family Homelessness (2012) reports:
-one in 45 children is homeless each year.
-Homeless children experience illness at a rate of four times over
children who are not homeless.
-Homeless children experience hunger at a rate of two times over
children who are not homeless. Due to insufficient nutrition, there is a
high rate of obesity.
-Homeless children experience emotional and behavioral problems at a
rate of three times over children who are not homeless.
-83 percent of homeless children have witnessed a violent act by the
age of 12; 25 percent of homeless children have witnessed the violent
act within their family.

Drug Use

The National Institute (December 2012) reports the following on drug
use by teens.
Marijuana: use in the past month by grade level, twelfth grade: twenty
2.9 percent, tenth grade: 17 percent, eighth grade: 6.5 percent. This is
an increase 18.2 in twelfth grade and 14.2 in tenth grade from 2007.
-Daily use has increased for twelfth grade from 6.5 in 2012 compared
to 5.1 percent in 2007.
-The most widely used drugs in the past year by twelfth grade students
by percent: Marijuana 36.2, Synthetic Marijuana 11.4, Vicodin 8.0,
Adderall 6.5, Salvia 5.9, Tranquilizers 5.6, Cough Medicine 5.3,
Ecstasy 5.3, Hallucinogens 5.2, OxyContin 4.9, Sedatives 4.3,
Inhalants 3.2, Cocaine 2.9, and Ritalin 2.6.
Alcohol: use in the past month by grade level, twelfth grade: 28
percent, tenth grade: 14.5 percent, eighth grade: 3.6 percent.
- 23.3 percent of twelfth grade students reported binge drinking.
Tobacco: 17.1 percent of twelfth grade students report smoking
cigarettes.
Simpson, et al, (2008) report the following statistics on emotional and
behavioral difficulties among children from four to seventeen years of
age from 2005-2006:
-Parents spoke to a health care provider or school staff member for 15
percent of children.
-five percent (two point nine million) of children received medication.
Of those 89 percent received medication for attention deficit
hyperactive disorder (ADHD). Boys are prescribed medication at twice
the rate of girls.
-five percent of children received treatment other than medication.
Boys and older children are more likely to receive treatment than girls
and younger children. Four of ten children receive treatment in a
school setting.

Emotional/Behavioral
Difficulties

The above issues and many others not mentioned, deeply effect the youth in our
nation. While the rate of suicide is alarming, the rate of those who attempt suicide and
live is alarming as well. The Center for Disease Control, Youth Suicide (2012) reports
there are approximately 157,000 youth who received medical care in emergency rooms
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each year for inflicting harm onto themselves. Violence accounts for the majority of nonfatal injuries for those between the ages of ten and 24 years of age and results in 650,000
injuries treated in emergency rooms for assault (The Center for Disease Control, Youth
Violence, (2012). Children of minority status have higher incidences of violence, child
abuse, teen pregnancy and suicide, than their white counterparts (The Center for Disease
Control, 2012). Serious social issues that students encounter outside of a school setting
result in a 40 percent risk of students not achieving academically (Adelman and Taylor,
2002). Yet, many students do not have support systems to address these issues. For many,
school is the only environment in which a student feels comfortable discussing these
issues (Marzano, 2003). When students have a teacher or other adult in a school who
show an interest in them, the positive impact on their learning and overall well-being
increases (Marzano, 2003). Small Learning Communities in schools make this kind of
relationship more likely and systematically provided to students.
Social issues that impact youth are widely studied by a variety of organizations,
including: the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the United States Department
of Health and Human Services, the National Center on Homelessness and Poverty,
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the National Institute on Drug Abuse, as
well as countless academic and scholarly journals. Every two years the national Youth
Risk Behavior Survey examines various risk behaviors which contribute to death and
disability in youth between ninth and twelfth grade. The survey is administered in public
and private schools in the second semester of the school year (Centers for Disease
Control, 2012). Center for Disease Control (2012) notable findings which pertain to this
study include:
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During the thirty days before the survey, 8.2 percent of students had driven a car
or other vehicle one or more times when they had been drinking alcohol.

•

32.8 percent of students texted or e-mailed while driving a car or other vehicle on
at least 1 day during the thirty days before the survey.

•

16.6 percent of students carried a weapon (e.g., a gun, knife, or club) on at least 1
day during the thirty days before the survey.

•

32.8 percent of students had been in a physical fight one or more times during the
twelve months before the survey.

•

During the twelve months before the survey, 9.4 percent of students had been hit,
slapped, or physically hurt on purpose by their boyfriend or girlfriend (i.e., dating
violence).

•

8.0 percent of students were physically forced to have sexual intercourse when
they did not want to.

•

5.9 percent of students had not gone to school on at least one day during the thirty
days before the survey because they felt they would be unsafe at school or on
their way to or from school.

•

16.2 percent of students were electronically bullied, including being bullied
through e-mail, chat rooms, instant messaging, web sites, or texting, during the
twelve months before the survey.

•

20.1 percent of students were bullied on school property during the twelve months
before the survey.

•

15.8 percent of students had seriously considered attempting suicide during the
twelve months before the survey.
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7.8 percent of students attempted suicide one or more times during the twelve
months before the survey.

•

38.7 percent of students had at least one drink of alcohol on at least one day
during the thirty days before the survey (i.e., current alcohol use).

•

6.8 percent of students had used any form of cocaine (e.g., powder, crack, or
freebase) one or more times during their life (i.e., ever used cocaine).

•

11.4 percent of students sniffed glue, breathed the contents of aerosol spray cans,
or inhaled paints or sprays to get high one or more times during their life (i.e.,
ever used inhalants).

•

2.9 percent of students used heroin (also called “smack,” “junk,” or “China
White”) one or more times during their life (i.e., ever used heroin).

•

3.8 percent of students used methamphetamines (also called “speed,” “crystal,”
“crank,” or “ice”) one or more times during their life (i.e., ever used
methamphetamines).

•

25.6 percent of students had been offered, sold, or given an illegal drug by
someone on school property during the twelve months before the survey.
These staggering statistics are examples of the invisible barriers to learning

students bring into the classroom on any given day. Schools can be the only environment
where an invisible barrier becomes visible. Teachers face the dual role of educating
students as well as providing support that a student may not receive anywhere else. While
not a typical teaching duty, teachers are faced with addressing the social problems of
individual students (Marzano, 2003). Thus, the relationship a teacher does or does not
establish with their students will have an everlasting impact (Barr and Parrett, 2007;
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Marzano, 2003; Marzano, 2007). These interpersonal relationships that are established,
along with quality instruction, is the crux of smaller learning communities (AntropGonzalez, R. & De Jesus, A., 2006), allowing them the time and a structured, regular
time and place to interact more with students as individuals in groups.
The Role of Student/Educator Relationships
The existence of and regular interaction with caring adults is related to improving
student achievement (Barr & Parrett, 2007; Lee & Friedrich, 2007; Marzano, 2003;
Marzano, 2007). A highly significant element in student achievement is teacher quality
(Barr & Parrett, 2007; Marzano, 2003; Marzano, 2007). The idea is for students and
teachers to be able to build relationships and trust through positive interactions, which in
turn improves the climate and culture of the school (Rodriguez, 2008). Personalized and
flexible learning opportunities are afforded in smaller learning environments (Borjian,
2008; Felner et al., 2007). If teaching and learning above all are about the relationships
constructed by teachers and learners (Borjian, 2008), then smaller school environments
hold out promise of equality in education because they can promote the demanding but
affirming personal relationships essential for high levels of student learning (Nieto, 1999;
Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006; Borjian, 2008; Felner et al., 2007). The role of a
teacher is not singular. Teacher roles encompass educator, confidant, caretaker, and
classroom manager (Marzano, 2003; Marzano, 2007). Marzano (2003, p.1) states:
Effective teaching and learning cannot take place in a poorly managed
classroom. If students are disorderly and disrespectful, and no apparent
rules and procedures guide behavior, chaos becomes the norm. In these
situations, both teachers and students suffer. In contrast, well managed
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classrooms provide an environment in which teaching and learning can
flourish.
Thus, in many instances, despite the effectiveness of the school as a whole, an effective
teacher possesses the ability to improve the achievement of students (Marzano, 2003).
This relates to the notion that a caring teacher forms a relationship with a student while
holding a student to high academic expectations (Antrop-Gonzalez& De Jesus, 2006).
Learning communities tout the concept of a personalized environment where teachers
work collaboratively to commit to the learning of each student (Darling-Hammond,
Ancess, & Wichterle Ort, 2002; DuFour, et.al., 2006).
Sense of Belonging: The extent to which students feel personally accepted,
respected, included and supported by others in the school social environment.
Learning communities are a visible example of current school reform efforts that
include restructuring, relationality, and teacher empowerment. A smaller environment
and community results in a more personalized and supportive atmosphere (Kahne, et al.,
2008). This in turn enables teachers to innovate and improve instruction (Kahne, et at.,
2008). Kahne et al., (2008) suggest that small schools facilitate a desirable context for
teachers including characteristics such as trust and collective responsibility, both increase
academic and social support for students. In turn, this environment and community is
conducive to improved attendance, achievement, and graduation rates (Kahne et al.,
2008).
Adolescence is a difficult period because high school students are making the
transition to adulthood. During this transition, it is vital for students to feel a sense a
belonging at school (Patterson et al., 2007). A sense of belonging is the extent to which
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students feel personally accepted, respected, included and supported by others in the
school social environment (Goodenow, Carol; Grady, Kathleen, 1993). This sense of
membership heavily influence’s students’ commitment to schooling and acceptance of
educational values (Goodenow, Carol; Grady, Kathleen, 1993). One of the greatest
challenges of adolescence is “How do I fit in?” (Resnick, 2008). This is a question that
numerous adolescents struggle with. Fitting in is important as it provides a sense of
belonging and a sense of self. Generally, the form identity takes during adolescence has a
significant impact on later life (Kinney, 1993).

School Belonging Model, by Kelly,
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/School_belonging
In a learning environment, the quality of the student/teacher relationship has a
significant impact on quality of learning taking place (Marzano, 2003; Marzano, 2007).
Students are cognizant as to whether or not a teacher is able to manage a classroom
effectively, as well as if the teacher holds the belief that the student can learn (Marzano,
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2003; Marzano, 2007). As a counselor I constantly speak to students who are not doing
well. One of the most typical reasons a student would give me as a former Assistant
Principal and Counselor for not passing a class is “the teacher does not like me.” In
essence, sharing feelings of not belonging in a relationship with their teacher who is not
in their class. Conversely, when I ask students about classes they are doing well in, they
remark, “I like this teacher so I will get my work done.” Offering an indication that the
student feels like they belong in a relationship with the teacher and the students in their
class. The positive or negative perception a student has of the relationship with the
teacher effects the learning process (Marzano, 2003; Marzano, 2007). When a student
believes they are valued, it gives them the confidence to try to do better (AntropGonzalez, R. & De Jesus, A., 2006).
Learning communities also focus on a collaborative effort amongst staff which
results in a more personalized education for students (Darling-Hammond, L., Ancess, J.,
& Wichterle Ort, S. 2002). When schools have communities within the school which
keeps groups of students together for a few years, as Central High has with Advisory, that
community naturally establishes their own rituals which at their best, foster at learning,
engagement, collaboration, and trust (Antrop-Gonzalez, R. & De Jesus, A., 2006);
Darling-Hammond, L., Ancess, J., & Wichterle Ort, S. 2002).
Student to Student Sense of Belonging
School belonging is significantly associated with motivation actions such as
expectancy of success, valuing schoolwork, and self-reported effort. There is a
correlation between motivation and effort (Goodnow, C & Grady, K. 1993). When a
student believes they belong in the school there is a sense of acceptance and respect. A
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student says “my friends are here for me whenever I need them.” Peer relationships can
significantly facilitate students' feelings of school belonging. “Sense of belonging is
attained through mutually beneficial social relationships between a student and his/her
peers and teachers (Finn, 1989; Meloro, 2005). Similarly, Ma (2003) asserted that higher
levels of peer group stability led adolescents to have higher levels of school belonging,
owing to a shared sense of school history and support from their longstanding peers.
Otherwise, changes in the peer group structure or lack of peer group can lead to a
lowered level of school belonging, less positive feelings toward school, and academic
disengagement (Ryan, 2001).
Students' perceived value of school influences their school belonging. “When they
perceive their assignments and education as instructive, meaningful, and valuable, they
are more likely to report greater school belonging (Goodnow & Grady, C. 1993). This
notion was reiterated “working with others during advisory not only helps acceptance it
also has improved my relationships with classmates.” When students believe teachers are
supportive, they are more likely to be supportive of classmates (Goodnow & Grady, C.
1993). “Students who are accepted by their peers demonstrate more academic and social
competence ((Finn, 1989; Meloro, 2005). A student says “I like knowing I can help

another student. My work isn’t that hard so it gives me the chance to work with other
classmates.” It’s through enhanced relationships with peers who are actively engaged in
their own learning, those who are unmotivated are more likely to become committed to
their education (Felner et al., 2007). This allows students to experience a sense of growth
as the learning environment fosters a sense of individuality (Felner et al., 2007). This
reiterates the importance of learning communities and how it encourages positive
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relationships.
School Culture
Blanchard & Harms (2006) advocate a tripartite system of teachers, students, and
administrators as a fundamental basis of a school. The school culture comprises the
customs, norms, and philosophy of each group (Blanchard & Harms, 2006). A successful
school culture is one in which there is a belief that all students can learn (Deal &
Peterson, 1999). It is vital that input from each group is considered when implementing
reform as buy in is necessary for meaningful change to occur (Blanchard & Harms,
2006). “School cultures, in short, are key to school achievement and student learning”
(Deal & Peterson, p. xii, 1999). To have a successful learning environment, the culture of
the school must have strong traditions and rituals where all stakeholders work
collaboratively. If the culture is strong and positive, change and improvement are not
difficult to implement (Fullan, 2001). When a school has a clear mission and purpose,
staff are motivated and committed. Staff are able to maintain confidence, motivation, and
vigor when a school has a supportive and encouraging culture (Deal & Peterson, 1999;
Fullan, 2001). This type of environment cultivates positive relationships between staff
and students which in turn fosters learning (Fullan, 2001). Small Learning Communities
personalize an environment of support and belonging in the school setting. School
belonging enhances motivation, engagement and acceptance.
Social Pressures/Identity
School is not only a place where adolescents get an education, it is also a place
where they develop social and personal identities. Social groups, or cliques, can be
extremely powerful in schools. Cliques are well-defined and rather exclusively connected
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networks in which members are often friends (Kwon & Lease, 2007). They are small,
informal, intimate, non-kin, face to face groups usually demonstrating a considerable
degree of we feeling, some fairly well-defined customized rules of conduct and a welldeveloped internal structure (Spalding & Bolin, 1995). Cliques can be identified by
students in terms such as jocks, nerds, stoners, gangbangers, cowboys, surfers (depending
on the school), just to name a few. There are also those who are deemed outcasts because
they do not belong to a clique. Some cliques are fluid while others are exclusive. By the
late elementary school years, most children report they are part of a clique, and cliques
appear to be an important context where the majority of a child’s peer interactions occur
(Kwon & Lease, 2007). Cliques are usually regarded as exceedingly important by
members. A clique aids them in solving practical problems, in sifting and clarifying
ideas, and in gaining status. Cliques also control behavior of members to a remarkable
degree (Spalding & Bolin, 1995).
Along with the cliques comes bullying. One of the most distressing experiences
for a child or adolescent is being bullied (Frisen, Jonsson, & Persson, 2007). Having an
adult, a student trusts, such as facilitated within Smaller Learning Communities, can
encourage a student to come forward if negative issues arise. If trust has been established
students will feel comfortable confiding with their advisor. This action may lessen the
effects of bullying (Green, 2007). Historically, schools perceived bullying to be a justice
consideration, removed from the educative function of schools (Ellis & Shute 2007).
Definitions contain several components that identify a situation as bullying including
when harm is done, an unfair match exists, and actions are repeated over time (Carney
2008). A student is being bullied when they are exposed repeatedly and over time, to
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negative actions on the part of one or more students. A negative action is one that
intentionally inflicts, or attempts to inflict, injury, or discomfort upon another (Green,
2007). There are two types of bullying. In the direct form, the victim receives bodily
harm from kicking, butting, pushing, or shoving. In the less physical form, the victim
receives emotional or mental harm through name-calling, rejection, gossip, threats, or
insults (Green, 2007). Bullying can be extremely harsh and harmful. Carney (2008)
suggests that being a victim of bullying is a chronic stressor that often results in traumatic
responses. Fights are prone to erupt, students have committed suicide, and in the most
extreme cases mass violence can occur as it did at Columbine High School.
Cliques and bullies continue to be a customary part of school culture. Teenage
years are a crucial time for the exploration and navigation of identity (Kinney, 1993).
There is still a prevalence of cliques and as well as those who do not fit in. For some, it
seems as if survival depends on belonging to a clique (Resnick, 2008). I have witnessed
those who experience great distress when they believe they do not belong. The overall
reputation of a clique and manner in which a child is perceived by others, might
contribute to a child’s self-perceived functioning (Kwon & Lease, 2007). Individuals’
interpretations of ways they are perceived by others significantly contribute to their selfimage or the looking-glass self (Kinney, 1993). Kwon & Lease (2007) demonstrated that
adolescents who belong to a crowd with a prestigious reputation display higher selfesteem and express higher interest in and valuing of belonging to a group than those who
belong to less well-regarded groups. Adolescents' daily negotiation of the school social
scene, within and between groups, produces powerful emotions that have a significant
and ongoing impact on their perceptions of themselves and others (Kinney, 1993).
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Smaller Learning Communities, especially with added facilitation of positive forms of
student-to-student relationship and community building, such as interest based and peer
mentoring and support based on academic and social strengths, may provide an important
and sometimes only relational sense of belonging for students. When well facilitated and
monitored, these communities may also provide a much-needed haven and time without
bullying.
Daily, school counselors encounter consequences of bullying and other forms of
violence among students (Carney, 2008). Few students mention intervention by adults as
a way to stop bullying (Frisen, Jonsson, & Persson, (2007). Bullying and its traumatic
impact can lead to physical, biological, psychological, emotional, cognitive, and social
consequences that have long-term effects (Carney, 2008). These effects can reach into
adulthood. Social status in school can affect students in both a positive and negative
manner. Children’s perception of social adjustment can be determined by clique
membership. That is, the type of clique to which a child belongs could affect how he or
she is perceived and treated by others. This, in turn, could contribute to social
satisfaction, above and beyond individual social status (Kwon & Lease, 2007). Not only
are children deciding who they are, they are also deciding who they are going to be. Peer
groups provide a sense of support. A supportive adolescent peer group can be viewed as
the primary social arena in which adolescents develop a healthy sense of identity as they
experiment with various social roles and make decisions about their present and future
lives (Kinney, 1993). Dealing with everyday issues of school can be stressful. Coping
with the repeated actions of a bully increases stress levels. Repetitive exposure to even
commonplace stressors, such as bullying, seems to influence the overall development of
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stress symptoms and severity of the individual's experiences. Carney (2008) suggests that
repeated traumatic events appear to disrupt an individual's sense of trust in self, others,
and the world, leaving them to suffer significant helplessness and/or fear. Chronic
exposure to bullying appears to increase feelings of distress and has been linked to
greater expressed physical, psychological, and emotional symptoms in children (Carney,
2008). Green (2007) indicates that intervention has many promising benefits. First,
children who have been victimized will feel safer at school, as will their classmates.
Second, the bullies also benefit because, if left alone, they are likely to experience
academic and social failure (Green, 2007). Third, unchecked bullying can create an
unsafe school and may lead to more serious violence if not stopped. Positive and trusting
relationships between teachers and students can encourage students to come forward in a
bullying situation. If a student believes they can trust a teacher or advisor, as is the case
in an effective learning community, a student will have the strength to speak up.
Parent/Student Relationships
Various researchers contributed to the attachment viewpoint, which is how people
form and maintain relationships. Most notably are Bowlby (1988) and Ainsworth’s
(1989) theory of attachment and Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory. As a forefather of
attachment theory, Bowlby (1988) describes how instinctive behavior contributes to how
a mother and infant develop attachment behaviors. The inherent nature of this
relationship is an integral component in the infant’s future relationships (Reio, 2009).
Ainsworth (1989) expanded upon Bowlby’s theory of attachment. A child’s
relationships, later in life, are a reflection of that child’s level of attachment to their
mother as an infant (Ainsworth, 1989). This theory is based on studies Ainsworth
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conducted by observing infants’ attachment patterns of behavior in the strange situation
test. Ainsworth (1989) identified three attachment responses: secure, avoidant, and
anxious/ambivalent. Infants are separated and shortly thereafter reunited with their
mothers. When distressed, infants who are secure perceive others as soothing and
trustworthy. In contrast avoidant and anxious/ambivalent infants learn to perceive others’
responses with insecurity (Ainsworth, 1989). Continuing from Bowlby’s foundational
theory of attachment to Ainsworth three classifications of attachment responses, Hazan
and Shaver (1987, 1990, 1994) expand the theory of attachment into adulthood. One’s
attachment style will closely associate with personal relationships throughout life.
Hirschi’s (1969) theory describes how a child’s level of attachment to their
parents will have an effect on relationships later in life. These relationships include a
broad scope of personal as well as social associations such as school and the workplace.
When there is a stronger level of attachment, one is more likely to bond with family,
friends, school, and community. In contrast Hirschi (2001) relates levels of attachment to
levels of delinquency. The lower the level of attachment, the likelihood is stronger that
one will engage in delinquent acts. Thus, when a person’s bond to society is weak or
broken, deviant behavior will result. In relation, one is more likely to complete school
when they have a stronger attachment to peers, teachers, and school. In learning
communities, positive attachments are encouraged and can be facilitated around positive
activities and interests. When a student feels safe and supported, they are more likely to
be able to focus on their studies. Learning communities encourage mutual respect, trust,
and a positive culture.
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Professional Learning Communities
The first cornerstone strategy in Breaking Ranks II is the establishment of
Professional Learning Communities (NAASP, 2004). This is in conjunction with SLCs as
both initiatives have played vital roles in educating students. Breaking Ranks II is a report
from the National Association for Secondary School Principals for school reform. At the
end of the 2009 school year, the principal who spearheaded the smaller learning
community’s initiative left Central High School. The new principal, following the district
directive, began the integration of Professional Learning Communities with Smaller
Learning Communities. This allowed students to continue focusing on SLCs as well. A
team was chosen to work with administration to plan and make decisions regarding the
integration of professional learning communities (Cotton, 2001).
Learning communities, whether smaller or professional, emphasize the
commitment to learning for all students (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006). A
professional learning community is an “ongoing process in which educators work
collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to achieve
better results for the students they serve” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, p. 11, 2006).
A commitment is made in effective PLCs to focus on learning as the fundamental
purpose of the school. Staff members receive ongoing professional development to
ensure continuous learning.
“Members work together to clarify exactly what each student must learn, monitor
each student’s learning on a timely basis, provide systematic interventions that
ensure students receive additional time and support for learning when they
struggle, and extend and enrich learning when students have already mastered
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the intended outcomes (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, p. 11, 2006).
In the 2010, school year Central High staff began receiving professional
development on professional learning communities. This professional development was
in addition to a focus on smaller learning communities. In the 2011, 2012, and 2013
school years Central High developed and intervention/study hall program to provide extra
support for students. Students who were struggling in a core subject (mathematics,
English, social studies, science) were placed in an intervention period to receive
additional instruction and support. For those who did not need additional support, study
hall periods were available to work on assignments or to catch up on homework in other
classes. In 2013, teachers aligned with other teachers who taught the same subject to
develop common formative assessments. In both smaller and professional learning
communities, assessments are utilized to collect and analyze formative and summative
data of current lessons which provide indicators of student learning or lack thereof
(Blanchard & Harms, 2006). These assessments enabled teachers to monitor learning
before and after lessons were taught. The data provided a gauge of whether students
understand and are learning the material.
Impact of Leadership
Various factors are considered in measuring the effectiveness of a school.
Leadership is as a fundamental element of highly effective schools (Marzano, Waters &
McNulty, 2005). Leadership is a crucial element in any institution or venture about
success or failure. In schools where most students are comprised of economically
disadvantaged and minority status, an essential element in improving performance for
these students is an effective school leader (Barr & Parrett, 2007). There are various
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notions regarding good leadership, including: the “right stuff: those who possess the
qualities of vision, strength, and commitment and situational: what works in one setting
will not work in another” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 345). Leaders in effective schools
are those who possess the right stuff perspective; those instructional leaders who are
strong and visionary (Bolman and Deal, 2008). Fullan (2001, p. vii) states, “leaders in
education face the challenge of how to cultivate and sustain learning under conditions of
complex, rapid change.” Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) describe essential
elements a principal must possess to improve the achievement of low performing
students:
•

Communicates and operates from strong ideal and beliefs about schooling

•

is knowledgeable about current curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices

•

Ensures faculty and staff are aware of the most current theories and practices and
makes discussion of these a regular aspect of the school’s culture

•

Monitors the effectiveness of school practices and their impact on student
learning

•

Adapts leadership behavior to the needs of the current situation and is comfortable
with dissent

•

Is willing to challenge and actively challenges the status quo

•

Inspires and leads new and challenging innovations
While Central High has experienced many changes, a significant change has been

the turnover rate of administrators. Klonsky and Klonsky (2008) report stable leadership
is a crucial aspect of school improvement. At the inception of smaller learning
communities at Central High there was significant turnover in principals. As the smaller
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learning community reformation melded with professional communities, the turnover in
principals stopped, while the turnover in assistant principals continued. Having a
consistent principal allowed for continuity in the reformation process. In order to enact
positive change, a school leader must understand the patterns, purpose, and culture of the
school (Deal & Peterson, 1999). An effective principal is empowered by working
collaboratively (Fullan, 1997). As students are expected to be in a constant learning
mode, principals should also expect to learn on a consistent basis (Fullan, 1997).
Transformational Leadership for Social Justice and Learning Communities
As a transformational leader I strive to work on my practice daily. As a school site
and district office employee I’ve been able to encourage and participate transformation
change. Through my duties as a school administrator, I’ve worked collaboratively with
teachers and staff to focus on initiatives that support academic achievement and sense of
belonging. The SLC initiative has led to an openness of new thinking about how we
support students. Advisory teachers accept the responsibility of being not only a teacher,
but also a mentor to their Advisory students. This mentorship encourages and supports
academic achievement and sense of belonging. In turn it leads to the bonding of all
school staff. “Transformational Leadership provides the incentive for people to attempt
improvements in their practices.” (Leithwood, K., & Poplin, M. 1992).
Limitations of Smaller Learning Communities
While there are many positive aspects of a smaller learning community, there are
negative aspects as well. Creating a “school within a school” alone will not guarantee
success. Rodriguez (2008) suggests that restructuring alone does not guarantee a change
in school culture. While school size is important, instruction, curriculum, school and
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student culture, and interpersonal relationships formed in schools must be considered
(Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007; Antrop-Gonzales, & De Jesus, 2006; Rodriguez,
2008).
While the focus on caring relationships is important, that alone will not ensure
academic success even within a Smaller Learning Community initiative. The notion of
caring must include high academic expectations (Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006,
Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007). By implementing these strategies, it is possible to
prevent students’ disengagement from school which often leads to dropping out of school
(Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Patterson et al., 2007). Learning is less likely to be
stratified and curriculum can become constrained as students share social and academic
characteristics (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). In the era of No Child Left Behind and
high-stakes testing, small schools are vulnerable to the pressure of making Adequate
Yearly Progress which can result in project-based learning suffering (Cleary & English,
2005).
Although Small Learning Communities as well as small schools represent
tremendous hope, they are not the complete solution to the complex and vexing
challenges of education today (Antrop-Gonzales & De Jesus, 2006, Ayers, 2000). There
is a difference between schools who choose to be small and those in rural areas with
declining populations that have no choice but to be small (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004).
Many small schools, within a large school, are created when a new school opens which
provides new physical, social, and educational surroundings (Ready, Lee, & Welner,
2004). Preexisting high schools do not have this opportunity, which leaves them with the
challenge of changing school culture and altering traditions while attempting to
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reorganize (Ready, Lee & Welner, 2004). A school must have resources to enable
change. Larger schools provide cost efficiency which enables greater curriculum and
program specialization and the ability to expand academics (Ready, Lee, & Welner,
2004). It would be fiscally difficult to build numerous small high schools. Albuquerque
Public Schools (APS) former superintendent Winston Brooks stated: “having smaller
schools in not financially feasible.” Instead, he believed the focus should be on smaller
classes (Schoellkopf, Albuquerque Journal, 2008). There is a belief that implementing
smaller learning communities can create animosity due to special sub-units which can
compete for financial resources (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). Those schools built with
the intention of implementing small learning communities have the advantage of starting
out fresh. Central has not had this opportunity, thus the school faces the challenge of
altering social and academic traditions as well as dealing with the political implications
of restructuring an organization (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). It is important for schools
to encourage students to become competent, self-motivated, lifelong learners (Borjian,
2008). Academic achievement cannot occur merely by having fewer students.
Essentially, small schools are effective as they create supportive educational experiences
which foster success (Cleary & English, 2005; Patterson et al., 2007).
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CHAPTER 3
Research Design

This chapter describes in detail the research design for my study on Smaller
Learning Communities. For this study I chose to conduct a qualitive case study using
interviews and focus group to gather perceptions from students and faculty who
participate in Smaller Learning Communities and a diverse high school.
Research Question
The research question that guided my study is:
“What are student and staff perspectives on the influence of smaller
learning communities on sense of belonging and academic
achievement”?
Examining this initiative through staff and student perceptions, will provide insight and
feedback from those who are directly affected by this reform initiative. Participants were
asked in their responses to define and thing about this in their own ways.
Mode of Inquiry - Qualitative
In research there are two primary methods of research design: qualitative and
quantitative analysis. There are those who prefer a purely qualitative study, others prefer
quantitative, and those who will use both and conduct mixed method studies. I chose a
qualitative mode of inquiry for this research study. Qualitative research is that which
takes place in the natural world, uses multiple methods that are interactive and
humanistic, focuses on context, is emergent rather than tightly prefigured, and is
fundamentally interpretive (Marshall & Rossman (2006). While quantitative analysis is
that which uses statistical methods to collect and analyze data (Vogt, 2007). Simply
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stated, data can be collected and analyzed in the form of words/stories (qualitative) or in
the form of numbers (quantitative). According to Patton (2002, p. 14),
The advantage of a quantitative approach is that it’s possible to measure
the reactions of a great many people to a limited set of questions, this
facilitating comparison and statistical aggregation of the data. This gives a
broad, generalizable set of findings presented succinctly and
parsimoniously. By contrast, qualitative methods typically produce a
wealth of detailed information about a much smaller number of people and
cases. This increases the depth of understanding of the cases and situations
studied, however, there is the probability of reduced generalizability.
This is in contrast to positivism, where worldview knowledge is objective and deductive
via scientific methods (Guido, Chavez, & Lincoln, 2010). The quantitative mode would
allow me to derive information across socioeconomic, racial, and gender lines in an
experimental and quantifiable manner. This would be useful if my primary intention was
to explain, predict, and test the reformation process in a general manner. This would give
me an objective, outsider view, open to interpretation (Guido, Chavez, & Lincoln, 2010).
However, my intention is to get personal, insider, accounts of the process. I want to be
connected to the development of this reformation (Guido, Chavez, & Lincoln, 2010), thus
I need to collect firsthand personal accounts. I want to understand the meaning
participants have placed on the experience and delve into their interpretation of the
reformation (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). While I believe it is important to be able to
generalize the study to other reformation studies, my intent for this study is to use
personal accounts and interpretations to determine if the reformation is beneficial to the
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site in this study.
“All research is interpretive; it is guided by the researcher’s set of beliefs and
feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, p. 22). A researcher interprets information based on their personal view.
Marshall and Rossman (2006, p. 2) state that, “qualitative research is pragmatic,
interpretive, and grounded in the lived experience of people”. This notion is the basis of
my study; to explore the lived experiences of the people involved. I examined from
student and staff perspectives what impact, if any, learning communities have on
academic achievement and sense of belonging. As my sample included both staff and
students, the world view of these divergent subjects allowed for coverage, which is the
process of fully obtaining personal perceptions of the participants in this study (Jones,
Torres & Arminio, 2006). There are multiple methods that could be used to study this
relationship between SLCs, student belonging, and student achievement. Quantifiable
numbers would provide a context for generalizable results. However, it would not explain
the social interactions that occur in the school setting. I want to understand the overall
experience, how the participants feel about this experience, and how this experience
matters in student lives (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
Philosophy of Research - Constructivism
Merriam (1998) believes that qualitative researchers need to understand how
people make sense of their world. I wish to understand how students and staff view
Smaller Learning Communities from their personal world view, thus my research
philosophy for this study is constructivist in nature. As interpretation is a main premise of
inquiry (Marshall & Rossman, 2006), it is important that qualitative researchers preserve
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what Stake (1995) refers to as “multiple realities” of what is occurring. Flew (1984)
believes that individuals are the core of interpretation. Each individual will have their
own interpretation which is influenced by their personal knowledge and experiences
(Flew, 1984). Methods of reformation impact staff and students in various ways; what
may benefit one may be detrimental to another. People assign meaning to an event based
on their personal experience (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). Students may assign
different meanings to Smaller Learning Communities within their school based on
various aspects. Meaning can change based on the lens in which they are viewing SLCs.
One who has experienced Smaller Learning Communities positively will have a different
view than one who feels the SLCs did not impact them, or who has a negative experience.
Crotty (1998, p. 42) defines constructivism as the view that “all knowledge, and therefore
all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in
and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and
transmitted within an essentially social context.” As students go through the stages of
becoming a part of their Smaller Learning Community; developing a relationship with
their advisor, receiving intervention in subjects they are struggling with, working with
different staff members, and getting to know other students in the Community, they
develop views and perceptions based on these various experiences and interactions. There
may be preconceived notions regarding what students and staff believe will occur in these
contexts, including those of my own. Constructivism allows for openness in experiencing
the moment and assigning meaning based on these moments (Crotty, 1998; Jones,
Arminio & Torres, 2006).
Constructivism was effective for this study as each individual student and staff
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member had their own persepctive of Smaller Learning Communities, at the school in
this study. As I sought to explore the research question through both staff and students
perceptions, I discovered various points of view as adults and teenagers view the world
from a subjective lens (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, (2006) and there are also diverse
perspectives within both staff and student perspectives. Moreover, as this study was
based on data gathered from numerous participants, there are naturally multiple realities
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Jones, Torres, and Arminio (2006, p. 20) describe the nature
of the reality of constructivism as the “outgrowth of human interaction.” Schools are a
hub of human interaction; this interaction is unique, in that interactions occur between
people of a wide range of age, experience, education, and backgrounds. However, the
focus of the school is the same regardless of the previous factors: to educate or be
educated. This factor provided an interesting contrast as I was looking for perceptions of
the outcomes, positive and negative, related to the Smaller Learning Community
initiative, while those who are being educated may or may not care either way. This was
the basis of my inquiry: to seek answers from those who were experiencing the SLCs
(Crotty, 1998; Jones, Arminio & Torres, 2006). The knowledge and experience base of
those I interviewed was wide and varied. The meanings of the effect of SLCs evolved as
the participants experienced the process (Crotty, 1998; Jones, Arminio & Torres, 2006)
and will no doubt continue to evolve even now that my study is complete.
Crotty (1998, p.9) states: “meaning is not discovered but constructed.” Both
students and staff may have preconceived notions of how the Smaller Learning
Communities will continue to play out and what the outcomes may be; however, as the
process unfolded, these preconceived notions changed and evolved as the participants

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

69

went through the experience. Their experience assisted me to describe a constructed
meaning they offered to me about SLCs. Thus, I sought perspectives from individuals via
methods of data collection which provides personal opinions and insight and studying
from a constructivist paradigm enabled me to explore a multitude of personal points of
view in relation to Smaller Learning Communities, belonging, and student achievement.
Positionality
I began working at Central High School in the fall of 1997 as a guidance
counselor. In July 2017, I became an assistant principal. As I was growing up, I always
tended to be the go-to person. Friends continually came to me to talk about their
problems. I suppose this was the beginning of my counseling career. I graduated from
Rio Grande High School, located in Albuquerque’s South Valley. Rio Grande has a
similar ethnic and socio-economic construct as Central High School. As a first-generation
college graduate, it is important to me to serve those students who have a similar
background to me.
My duties as a counselor have fluctuated throughout the years. I began by serving
all grades levels of students by last name, changed to serving by grade level, three years
serving a specific grade level, two years as a Smaller Learning Community counselor,
and continued serving by last name, and all grade levels. As time went by and with a new
principal, I did not have a case load of students and assumed more administrative
responsibilities. I served over time on three leadership teams: management council,
smaller learning community leadership team, and on the professional learning
communities guiding coalition, as well as on the administrative leadership team. After
twenty-four years at Central High (20 years as a counselor and four years as an assistant
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principle), I excepted a district office position as the Director of Support Services for the
same school system. This variety of positions provides me an emic or insider perspective
in this study from the point of view of a staff member (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006;
Marshall & Rossman, 2006). These multitudes of positions are beneficial as they provide
insight from different perspectives. As a counselor, quasi-administrator, and
administrator I have established relationships with both staff and students. These
relationships put me in a position to examine my research question from student and staff
positions. As a school counselor I provided both therapeutic as well as academic services.
As a high school counselor, I tended to provide more academic services as opposed to
therapeutic services. As an administrator my scope of services expanded. While my
position in the school at the time of my study allowed me a great deal of flexibility to
interact with staff and students to understand the meaning, they have placed on Smaller
Learning Community initiative, it is important for me to maintain neutrality regardless of
the outcome (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
As a member of the leadership team, I have a role in the decision-making process
regarding the implementation and direction of the Learning Communities. As a
researcher this can prove to be both a help and hinder to the study. I recognize that I hold
a position of power over students; therefore, it is important that I work harder, than if I
were an outsider, to provide a safe and comfortable environment for the student
participants of the study. This put me in a beneficial position as this is what I do daily. I
have established relationships with students in the school which allowed me to gain
access more easily to participants and possibly to gain their trust more easily as a known
person within the school. I am extremely fortunate that all the staff I interviewed were
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helpful and supportive. I let them know that everything they told me, both positive and
negative, was confidential. I also mentioned that anything negative or controversial
would help us to learn and support our staff and students.
I recognize that the positions I held at the time of data collection for my study put
me at both an advantage and disadvantage in relation to the study. I was in a position
where I had the accessibility to observe staff and student perceptions. I was at a
disadvantage as I had a personal desire for this initiative to prove successful; as the
researcher, this put me in a difficult position.
It was important that I strive toward neutrality throughout the process (Marshall
and Rossman, 2006). When interviewing staff and students I strove to take a neutral
stance and to be cautious not to ask questions in a leading manner. I monitored how I
interpreted participants’ responses. Jones, Torres, and Arminio (2006, p. 106) discuss the
“responsibility to interpret the students’ voices in a way that is authentic to their
experiences.” I do believe this was the crux of my intent for this study: to honor the
experience and worldview of the participants. Thus, for the study to be credible I, as a
researcher, worked to remain authentic to the study, myself, and to the participants by
remaining constantly vigilante in striving toward neutrality to maintain the integrity of
the study (Guido-DeBrito, Chávez, and Lincoln, 2008; Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006;
Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
Site of the Study
Central High School (pseudonym) served as the site of my study. Central city is a
growing community located in central New Mexico. The commercial community consists
of many small businesses that focus on trades, agriculture, and construction related
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enterprises. At the time of my study, approximately 74 percent of students in Central
school district were ethnically minority with approximately 65 percent Hispanic. Sixty
eight percent of students qualified for free or reduced lunch. All students qualified for
Title I services and over 1,000 students received bilingual/English as a Second Language
(ESL) services. In the 2005-2006 school year Central High School (CHS) reached an
enrollment of 2,500 students. At the time of the study in 2019, Central High School
served approximately 1,350 students which was demographically 62 percent Hispanic, 29
percent Caucasian, eight percent Native American, and one percent African American. Of
those students, 66 percent received free or reduced lunch. Central High School continues
today to be a school rich in community and tradition. At the time of this study, the
majority of staff had worked at Central High for a number of years. Many were born and
raised in Central, others moved to Central after working for the Central schools for some
time, and there are those that made a daily commute from other communities.
Methodology – Case Study
In the field of qualitative research, a plan is necessary to determine the procedural
research design (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). Methodology is the strategy that
guides the research plan (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). There are various
methodological approaches to inquiry including: narrative research, phenomenology,
grounded theory, ethnography, and case studies (Creswell, 2007). These approaches
provide a lens for the researcher to study a problem using an “interpretative, natural
approach to the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 36).
Case study is a widely used method in the social sciences (Yin, 2003). Case
studies are employed in varied disciplines from psychology, sociology, and anthropology
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to public policy, management, and education. Case study research is ideal in situations
where why or how questions are presented (Yin, 2003). Case studies are described as an
exploratory research tool (Yin, 2008).
Case study, as defined by Creswell (2007, p. 73), “involves the study of an issue
explored through one or more cases within a bounded system.” The notion of the case as
a bounded system originated from one of the first educational ethnographers, Louis Smith
(Stake, 1995). A bounded system is described as a particular setting or situation. The
bounded system provides the basis for the study and the case is viewed as an integrated
system (Stake, 1995). Case study is viewed as an option of what will actually be the focus
of the study, the Small Learning Communities initiative at Central High School is the
actual case within the bounded system (Stake, 2005).
Educational settings are ideal for case study research. There are numerous entities
which can be labeled as the case: student, teacher, administrator, a program, a group, a
policy, an organization, an issue, or in for my study, the Smaller Learning Community
initiative. Case study allows for concentrated focus on a bounded system which is the
Smaller Learning Community initiative at Central High School (Jones, Arminio &
Torres, 2006).
Through my study I examined a method of school reform, I attempted to
determine the effectiveness of Smaller Learning Communities through one case.
Specifically, I examined how Learning Communities are effective as well as not so
effective in relation to academic achievement and sense of belonging. Each individual
student and staff member offered their own perceptions of the effectiveness of Learning
Communities during interviews and/or focus groups. Thus, I studied Learning
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Communities at Central High School not to learn whether Learning Communities are
effective at other schools, but to seek greater understanding through this particular case
(Stake, 1995).
Over the past few years learning communities have become a common reform
strategy for academic improvement in New Mexico schools. The Central district has
initiated both smaller and professional learning communities. As a semi-rural district with
a predominant population of minority and lower socioeconomic students, with varying
outcomes on state mandated exams as well as graduation rates, it is important to explore
the impact these initiatives have had.
Data Collection Methods – Interviews and Focus Groups
The Smaller Learning Communities initiative has evolved over time at Central
High School. I was fortunate to be able to view this initiative via both a participatory
counseling, Advisory-Teacher, Administrator role prior and during the study as well as
through a researcher lens. In congruence with a constructivist paradigm and utilizing a
case study method, interviews and focus group interviews were used for this study
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). As noted earlier and because of any preconceived notions I
may have through my professional experiences, I had to strive towards neutrality and was
open to unexpected findings. This served as an important sign that I strove for a
constructivist and neutral framework with my study.
Summary Table of Methods and Participants

Interviews

Students

Staff/teachers

Alums

12 total
three Seniors
three Juniors
three Sophomores

15 total
ten Teachers
one Counselor
four Administrators

7 total
Three Student
Alums
two Staff Alum
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three Freshmen

Focus groups

Overall

four groups (all groups
consist of up to 24
students)
one Senior group
one Junior group
one Sophomore group
one Freshman group
46 participants

one former
Counselor
one former Central
Office
Administrator

15 participants

7 participants

totals

Semi-Structured Individual Interview – Students and Staff
A semi-structured interview is a data collection method was used for this study. It
relies on asking questions within a predetermined thematic framework. I conducted a
total sixty-eight semi-structured, face to face individual interviews with students, staff,
student alums and staff alums to gain an in depth understanding of the relationship
between Smaller Learning Communities and both a sense of belonging and student
achievement. Interviews ranged from 45 to 60 minutes each and I recorded and
transcribed each for analysis, de-identifying each transcription to protect the anonymity
of participants.
Student interviews
I conducted semi-structured individual interviews with thirty-nine students for the
purpose of exploring their perspectives of the learning community initiative. The students
included: three seniors, three juniors, three sophomores, three freshmen, and three former
Central High students. Those who are current students are across all grade levels as I
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wanted to include varying student perspectives. The race of students varied to include
Hispanic, Anglo, and Native American students which represent the majority of the
student population. I interviewed students to gain their perspectives on Smaller Learning
Communities, with an especial focus on the relationship between SLCs with sense of
belonging and academic achievement. I interviewed forty-six students around the areas of
intervention, study hall, Advisory/Advisory teacher/Advisory conferences, assessments,
as well as other topics relating to Smaller Learning Communities (see Appendix A Student Interview Questions).
Staff interviews
In addition, I interviewed 26 professional staff including ten teachers, two
counselors, two alumni staff, one central office administrator, four administrators and
three alumni students (see Appendix B for Staff Interview Questions). I conducted semistructured interviews with seventeen staff members. Gaining access to these participants
was not difficult as I was employed during the time of the study at the site where this
study took place.
I also included other questions relating to the groundwork that went into the
implementation of the initiative as well as the process of progression. I interviewed
fifteen staff members to include: ten teachers, two counselors (one a former counselor at
Central), four administrators, and one former central office administrator. The selection
of staff was purposeful as particular staff members had particular insight, knowledge, and
understanding of the reformation process from the beginning of the initiative (Creswell,
2007). The teacher-advisor participants included those who served on the Smaller
Learning Communities Leadership team as well as the Professional Learning
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Communities Guiding Coalition team. These teams were instrumental in organizing and
implementing the learning communities’ initiatives. Both counselors were involved in
Smaller Learning Communities, and one has also been involved in Professional Learning
Communities at Central High, while the other counselor was involved with Professional
Learning Communities at Mountain View High (the other high school in Central). All
four administrators were instrumental in both Smaller and Professional Learning
Communities.
Staff/Student Alums
I interviewed three staff and three student alums to gain current and past
perspectives. The former Central Office Administrator wrote the Smaller Learning
Community grant that was awarded to the Central District as well as attended numerous
conferences related to the grant. I had the opportunity to attend one of those conferences
with her in Washington DC. This administrator was instrumental in the implementation
and progression of Learning Communities in the Central District. Each of these staff
participants is information rich in that they have extensive experience in the learning
communities’ process and will provide valuable insight to this study (Jones, Torres, &
Arminio, 2006).
As interviews are similar to conversations, they provide a wealth of information
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Interviews yield direct quotations from people about their
experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge (Patton, 2002). The questions I asked
incorporated aspects from both components of the research question: academic
achievement and sense of belonging. I was interested in stories that participants told as
the stories enabled me to understand, in the participants’ own words, how they
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experienced this process (Seidman, 2006). Seidman (p. 22, 2006) states “telling stories is
essentially a meaning making process. When people tell stories, they select details of
their experience from their stream of consciousness.” This is exactly what I wished to
gain, the details of the experiences of those who have experienced learning communities.
I wanted to explore the meaning they made of their experiences. This in turn impacts the
way the experience ultimately affected the person (Seidman, 2006). As a mode of inquiry
in the field of education, interviewing allowed me as the researcher in this study to
understand how this reformation affected each participant from their individual and
subjective experiences and points of view (Seidman, 2006)
In congruence with a constructivist philosophy of research, I employed openended questions as I interviewed students and staff members. As these interviews were
semi-structured, the open-ended questions allowed me to probe for examples and stories
that the participants had. I believed it was important for me to respect how the
participants choose to “frame and structure their responses (Marshall & Rossman, 2006,
p. 101). I strove to facilitate participants feeling comfortable enough to present their
personal point of view without worrying about giving an incorrect response. It was
essential that I allowed participants, especially students, to feel as if their views were
valuable and helpful (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Seidman, 2006). It was also important
that they were able to feel at ease to convey a negative or critical feeling regarding the
reformation. As I held both an emic and etic position within the study, I made sure I
monitored my questions and responses so as not to sway the participants in a particular
direction. I was interested in both positive and negative opinions/views of the
participants. Contrasting views are useful as they provide valuable information on what is
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working and what can improve.
Interviews are a useful mode of data collection as they produce a large quantity of
data in a short period of time (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). Personal interaction is a
vital component in the interview process. Marshall and Rossman (2006, p. 102) state
“interviewers should have superb listening skills and should be skillful at personal
interaction, question framing, and gentle probing for elaboration. In these situations, it
was truly about the student and them conveying to me their feelings, views, and personal
interpretations regarding an experience. I believe those experiences served me well as the
purpose of this study was to obtain and understand the perspective of the participants.
Ultimately, I worked to establish trust and respect to conduct useful and successful
interviews. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.
Focus Groups – Students
For my study I conducted four, 60-minute focus groups of students within their
Advisory class group. A focus group is a qualitative research method that brings together
a small group of people to answer questions in a moderated setting (Morgan, D. 1997).
The group is chosen due to predefined demographic traits and the questions are designed
to shed light on a topic of interest.
These Advisory classes/groups are a fundamental component of the Learning
Communities to create an even smaller, regularly scheduled time for Teacher-AdvisoryTeachers to meet, to allow a semi-structured time for students to form relationships, and
to get academic support. I chose these intact SLC groups because they were already
working together and accessible as a group for me to learn from in my study.
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Advisory
The four student focus groups included one each of freshmen, sophomore,
junior, and senior Advisory groups. As these groups are assigned by grade
level/graduation year they included students from varying ethnicities and academic levels
(English as a second language, special education). Topics explored were those that focus
on academic achievement as well as feelings/beliefs surrounding sense of belonging
within the Advisory group (see Appendix C – Focus Group Interview Questions). While
questions were similar in nature to the individual interviews, the perspectives of a group
varied as students were encouraged to share their perspective sometime in relation to and
sometimes in contrast to perspectives of their classmates.
Focus groups usually range between four and twelve participants, with the norm
being seven to ten participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The focus of Advisory
groups in this study went well above the norm as they contain up to twenty-three
students, depending on the particular group. While I recognized that conducting a focus
group interview with this number of participants would prove to be difficult, I chose to
interview Advisory focus groups as these students have been part of their Advisory group
since the beginning of the year. I believed that students would be more likely to share as
they might (tell us if this proved to be the case) feel a sense of comfort within their
Advisory group. To maximize time, and the large number of participants, I implemented
a system where I employed three questions that focused deeply on the topics of academic
achievement and sense of belonging within the learning communities (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). I posted two large pieces of butcher paper, labeled benefits and
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limitations, around the classroom. I asked the students the questions; had students write
their responses on a post it notes and pasted the post it notes on the appropriate paper.
This method allowed for all participants to express their view as the larger number of
participants could have inhibited all participants the opportunity to answer the questions
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
Focus group interviews encourage participants to express their views as they are
in a supportive environment (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The
environment is perceived as natural as some participants are more relaxed in a group of
people who share the same characteristics, or are similar to, and cooperative with, each
other (Creswell, 2007; Marshall and Rossman, 2006). Based on the ease with which
familiar participants may feel with each other, it is vital that monitoring occurs to ensure
that all participants have the opportunity to share their points of view (Creswell, 2007;
Seidman, 2006). The focus group interviews were constructivist in nature in that they
were open ended with questions that fostered discussion and free expression of divergent
experiences (Creswell, 2007; Jones, Torres, & Arminio 2006).
The focus groups occurred during Advisory sessions which allowed for a
diversity of perspectives, (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2006) while allowing
time for reflection as others shared their personal accounts (Creswell, 2007). Students
also heard the insights and perspectives of their classmates which provoked further
discussion. While I had my own opinions and perspectives regarding this study, I
facilitated the interviews to allow participants to feel free to tell their stories (Jones,
Torres, & Arminio, 2006; Seidman, 2006). Participants were provided a supportive
environment which encouraged conversations to be reciprocal in nature (Jones, Torres, &
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Arminio, 2006). Individual interviews and focus group interviews enabled me to capture
the individual’s point of view (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Seidman, 2006). All interviews
were audio recorded and transcribed.
Sampling
Purposeful sampling was used for individual and focus group interviews in this
study as it provided the ability to gain insight and understanding into how the subjects
had perceived Smaller Learning Communities (Creswell, 2007; Jones, Torres, and
Arminio, 2006; Patton, 2002). As there is much to be learned from this initiative, both
focus groups and interviews within my data collection process were information rich
which allowed for a deeper understanding and insight about SLCs (Jones, Torres, &
Arminio, 2006).
I interviewed participants (see Table 7) who enabled me to have in-depth
conversations, in order to conduct in depth interviews, which generate “thick
descriptions” (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006).
Table 7: Interview Participants – Staff & Students
Position
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Teacher
Administrator
Administrator
Administrator
Administrator
Central Office
Administrator - Alumni
Counselor

Gender
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female

Ethnicity
Hispanic
White
Hispanic
Native American
Hispanic
White
White
Asian
Hispanic
Hispanic
Hispanic
White
Hispanic

Female

Hispanic
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Counselor - Alumni
Student-Senior
Student-Senior
Student-Senior
Student-Junior
Student-Junior
Student-Sophomore
Student-Sophomore
Student-Freshman
Student-Freshman
Student Alum
Student Alum
Student Alum
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Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female

White
White
Hispanic
White
Native American
Asian
Hispanic
White
White
Hispanic
Native American
Hispanic
Hispanic

I included staff and students which account for differences in gender, ethnicity,
and positions within the school. I also interviewed administrators individually to include
leadership perspectives. While interviewing I recognized that I needed to be respectful
and cognizant that subjects were comfortable and open to sharing their perspective
(Jones, Arminio, & Torres, 2006).
Patton (p. 244, 2002) states that a sample size is dependent on “what you want to
know, the purpose of the inquiry, what’s at stake, what will be useful, what will have
credibility, and what can be done with available time and resources.” I wanted to know
what staff and students thought about learning communities. The purpose of the inquiry
was to examine these perspectives and determine whether or not the subjects had deemed
that learning communities had been positive or negative in regard to academic
achievement and sense of belonging. What is at stake was to determine if Central High
should continue with the direction the learning communities or if that direction needed to
be adjusted. I believed all perceptions and perspectives were credible as they were
personal accounts, and these accounts were important to the process regardless of the
outcome. My connection to the site and the subjects allowed for a positive relationship
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between myself, as researcher, and participants (Jones, Arminio & Torres, 2006).
Data Analysis
As I completed the data collection process, my next step was to “make meaning
of the data collected” (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006, p. 86). I wanted to understand the
perspectives of the subjects and allow their voices to emerge for this to be their story. Not
only did I note what was being said, I also interpreted what was said to assign meaning
(Creswell, 2007; Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006) and I accomplished this through
thematic coding. Thematic coding focuses on the identifying, analyzing, and interpreting
patterns of meaning within qualitive data. (Wikipedia, 2021).
To produce strong analysis and interpretation, data immersion was necessary
(Jones, Arminio & Torres, 2006). First, I set aside some time after each interview or
focus group to collect my thoughts and note any patterns I was beginning to see as well
as emotions and other factors not necessarily captured by audio recording. I analyzed the
data through a repetitive process where themes and specific findings from interviews and
focus interviews were taken from transcripts and notes (Creswell, 2007; Huberman &
Miles, 1994; Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). I made a few copies of each transcript. I
utilized a copy for reading and a second copy to write notes. All thematic coding was
conducted by hand to ensure that themes were personally determined instead of using a
computer program.
Second, I utilized thematic coding to organize the findings according to
meaningful categories, which relate to the research questions, in order to identify patterns
and ideas (Creswell, 2007; Huberman & Miles, 1994; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). As
thoughts or ideas tended to occur frequently, I noted these distinctive codes as themes
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(Creswell, 2007; Huberman & Miles, 1994; Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006).
Third, as themes emerged, I assigned meaning which provided greater
understanding. I also searched for consistency across data sources (Creswell, 2007;
Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Fourth, I began to group ideas and statements together to
begin the process of organizing them into concrete themes. I also looked for patterns of
themes that could be categorized into the two components of my research question: sense
of belonging and academic achievement. I compared and contrasted data from staff and
student interviews (Huberman & Miles, 1994).
Finally, to allow readers to understand the experience of the subjects and provide
integrity to the study numerous quotations from the interviews were included in the
results to illustrate and substantiate (Creswell, 2007; Jones, Arminio, & Torres, 2006).
Quotes enabled the voices of the participants to be heard and accentuate the varying
perspectives (Creswell, 2007). They also provided substance to the theme as it reflected
the participants’ own words (Creswell, 2007).
Research Quality
As I navigated through the research process, I worked to ensure that the quality of
my research study met the criteria of goodness (Jones, Arminio, & Torres, 2006).
Goodness: trustworthy, confirmability, dependability, and credibility are all elements that
enhance research quality and integrity. (Creswell, 2007; Jones, Arminio, & Torres, 2006).
Jones, Arminio, & Torres (2006, p.122) state, “Studies must be grounded in an
epistemological and theoretical stance. I chose a constructivist philosophy and applied it
in a variety of ways, including using semi-structured interviews with open-ended
questions to enhance the range of responses from participants and lessen any leading
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questions.
Trustworthiness and credibility are developed by showing significant amounts of
data to illustrate findings. I analyzed for and included a range of responses, including
positive, negative, common, and outlying responses from participants throughout. This
enhances the trustworthiness and credibility of my study (Tobin & Begley, 2004).
Finally, I worked to seek from participants and detailed thick descriptions by allowing
participants time to recount their experiences, probing for stories and examples, and
honoring their perspectives during the writing up of findings (Creswell, 2007; Jones,
Arminio, & Torres, 2006).
My study exhibits dependability developed through my process of research,
which was logical, traceable, and clearly documented (Tobin & Begley, 2004).
Recording interviews and transcribing them for analysis allowed me to provide accurate
quotes. By identifying ideas, patterns, and themes directly from the data makes the study
findings traceable (Tobin & Begley, 2004). Confirmability occurred as the data is
including in the write up of findings as derived from the voices of the participants
(Creswell, 2007). As noted above, I worked to enhance confirmability with plenty of
narrative data to illustrate and substantiate findings.
Summary
For my qualitative case study, I examined Smaller Learning Communities from
the perspectives of staff and students at Central High School. I chose to conduct a
qualitative study as this mode allowed for personal perceptions about the Smaller
Learning Community initiative. My study specifically focused on the impact Smaller
Learning Communities have on academic achievement and sense of belonging among
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students. I conducted semi-structured individual interviews with fifteen staff members
and twelve students, as well as four student focus groups, which ranged in size from
fifteen-twenty students. Consistent with constructivist research philosophy, this allowed
for the exploration of multiple realities as each participant shared their own personal
experiences of SLCs. Following the interviews, I utilized thematic coding to uncover
themes and specific findings from the interviews.
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CHAPTER 4

“My advisory class helped me to feel comfortable. This time gives us a break. I
was able to talk to students that I never knew before. Everyone was really nice. One of
the students helped me with my math. She helped me to understand.”
Navigating the world of high school isn’t the same for all students. For many
students it’s an exciting adventure, for others it’s difficult to adjust. Teachers have the
task of not only teaching students but also to help them discover how they will belong in
the high school environment, so they have a successful learning experience and make it
through. Making new friends, joining school activities, clubs and sports are paramount.
Establishing a positive and friendly relationship with both staff and students isn’t always
an easy venture for many students.
“I like that I have a mixed group. I have higher and lower achieving kids and
everything in between. The relationships encourage the kids to help each other.”
For example, in the life of a student:
An incoming freshman student sits in the back seat of the car as his mom drives
him to his first day at Central High School. He is hoping that he will blend in at the large
high school. Praying that he will be able to avoid the two students who regularly gave
him a hard time at the middle school. His older sister constantly reassures him that high
school will be different than middle school. He isn’t too sure considering how popular his
sister is. School and making new friends have always been easy for her. He has never
been one who makes friends easily as he is extremely shy. As he walks into the cafeteria
he looks around for his only friend. He turns around and sighs in relief as his buddy
approaches him.
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Later in the day he goes to his Advisory class for the first time. He listens as the
teacher explains that she is their Advisory-Teacher. She describes how Advisory works
and how she will work with them to keep on track academically. She will check their
grades weekly, will make sure assignments are turned in, and will provide support. She is
another adult in the school to help them navigate high school. He thinks to himself that
high school may not be so bad after all. Advisory-Teachers, subject course teachers,
counselors, and administrators all work together to enhance the learning community
environment to support academic achievement and sense of belonging at Central High
School.
“Students are taking this seriously. They like the community environment. I
believe it’s helping student to focus on their academics. There’s no pressure which keeps
the stress down. They aren’t afraid to ask questions.”
Central is a community located in the middle of New Mexico. A major river flows
through the community and is surrounded by smaller communities to include a Native
American reservation. Throughout the years it has grown from a small town to a larger
community where multiple generations of families have their roots while others moved to
make a change from a larger city. Students at Central High reflect these many identities.
Central high began as a small school that served a small population. As time has gone by
the school changed locations to accommodate the increasing number of students. Today
Central High School serves approximately 1500 students with about 70 percent minority
population (Hispanic/Caucasian 83 percent, American Indian 12.3 percent, Black/African
American 2.35 percent, Asian 1.1 percent, Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander .6
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percent). Two thirds of the students receive free or reduced lunch, and all students qualify
for Title I services.
Through the voices of students and professionals, I learned about a range of ways
that students experience these learning communities, how their differing needs are
sometimes met and sometimes not, as well as some of the opportunities we must continue
improving learning communities based on the outcomes of this study as well as other
assessments over times.
“The key to education is having those relationships and letting a kid know, ‘I’m
here for them personally and on an academic level’
– Learning Community Advisor
This chapter provides the major findings from the study of learning communities
at Central High School and the role they play in facilitating within students a sense of
belonging, community, and achievement. I also include specific sections on the meaning
of small learning communities to students and staff as well as specifics about the meaning
of Advisory and Advising within the learning communities.
A Note about the Covid-19 Pandemic and my Current Educational Leadership Role
I collected the data for my study prior to the start of the Covid-19 pandemic and
the school, community, participants, and my study was not affected by this pandemic
though many effects have taken place since then. I wrote a first draft of my findings
before the pandemic and developed it further as well as wrote the final chapter during the
pandemic. Since that time, I also accepted and am currently serving in a district level
administrative position as, Director of Support Services, so I am no longer at Central
High School.
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Purpose, Structure, and Meaning of Learning Communities Among Participants
Having teachers in this learning community who care about students makes such a big
difference in our learning.
e.g., Junior, GEMS (Government, Education & Medical Services career pathway).
The notion of learning communities is primarily that of support. It is similar to the
idea of homeroom in schools years ago. Before implementation of the Learning
Community initiative, students went to their guidance counselor regarding questions and
concerns about courses, grades, guidance, and any other issues that would arise. While
this form of support continues, students received another level of support via AdvisoryTeachers. All students are assigned an Advisory-Teacher. The constant is that students
are assigned by grade level. The students remain with the same Advisory-Teacher
throughout their four years unless the teacher or student leaves the school. During the
twice weekly Advisory period students have the opportunity to work on assignments,
study, or catch up on missed work in other classes. Students form study groups within the
class and work together. Peer tutoring occurs on a regular basis. A student shared that he
offered to tutor another student in mathematics during advisory. “I was caught up on all
my work and noticed that my friend was struggling. I offered to help. He was extremely
grateful the help. I told him I could help him whenever it needs it.”
During Advisory the role of the teacher is to review the students’ grades, have
group/individual conversations about classes/assignments. If they need extra academic
help the teacher or another student may be able to help depending on the course. They
contact parents if issues arise. Overall, they are another system of support.
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There are many students who are easily able to navigate the educational process
of attending school, getting good grades, participating in extracurricular activities, and
having an overall positive educational experience. A new teacher comments “I was able
to bond with my students immediately. That bond makes a difference.” For many other
students it can be more difficult. They may not be comfortable having a conversation
with their teacher(s) and letting them know that they are struggling.
“My first year was hard. I struggled to get used to high school. It was scary
knowing I had to earn credits. We didn’t have to do that in middle school. But then it was
ok because it was the same as passing classes.”
Advisory was created within the structure of Smaller Learning Communities to
provide another level of support. “My students came to me for everything.” All students
are assigned to an Advisory-Teacher by grade level within their SLC. If the AdvisoryTeacher is able to establish a positive and caring relationship with their Advisory
students, it can help the students to have a more positive educational experience. “I have
been lucky that I have nice teachers who care about students.”
As education evolves there is a need for positive strategies to personalize learning
environments and improve academic achievement. Learning communities have evolved
over time as a method for school reform to increase graduation rates. When students
believe they are supported by the adults in their school they are encouraged to develop
positive relationships with both staff and students.
“When I was getting ready to go to high school, I was scared that teachers would
be mean and the older kids would pick on me. My teachers are all nice and so far,
nobody has been mean to me.”
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All students are assigned to an Advisory-Teacher where they can work on assignments,
homework, or study. Learning communities foster the notion that all students can learn in
a collaborative and personalized environment. “I enjoyed being a part of this learning
community. I think our district has done a lot of really good things with the PLC
process.”
A Story to Illustrate
For students to achieve academically, Combs (1982) suggests four highly
affective variables that impact learning one of which is a feeling of caring and belonging.
Along with this is students who have a strong social context tend to have a higher level of
a sense of belonging in school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The following is a story of
how this can happen, about an actual student situation at Central High School:
A student who was out of school for an extended amount of time due to a serious
medical condition discussed what teachers and students did for him when he
returned to school. “I think that caring teachers have always helped me
academically. When teachers just have that drive to help children it always
helps.” Despite going through countless medical procedures and losing a year of
school, this student maintained a positive outlook. Numerous staff and students
were willing to assist this student in order to help him catch up academically.
This student had a full load of courses as well as extra online courses. Yet, he was
determined to do the extra work in order to graduate with his class. There were
teachers who put in extra time to assist him to catch up on the material he missed.
His counselor volunteered to monitor his online courses when he worked on them
evenings and weekends. Many found it humbling to work with a student who
would never be able to participate in sports or strenuous activities due to his
condition.
This student set an example not only for students, but for adults as well. His
determination and hard work prevailed as he was able to graduate with his class.
There were numerous caring adults who were willing to put in extra time and to
help him succeed academically. Students also stepped up to assist this student by
carrying his backpack to his next class and getting his lunch tray from the
cafeteria. Another thing lost was his ability to participate in athletics. Before his
condition he was a member of one of the athletic teams. His coach and teammates
set up an area for him to have a close view of the games. Those who came
together to help this student enhanced the notion that was reiterated by a teacher

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

94

“relationships in general are huge in helping students to be successful.” Not only
did these relationships assist him to achieve academically they also reminded him
that he belongs with his classmates, fellow athletes, and to the overall community
of Central High School.
Smaller Learning Communities assist students to understand where they are,
explore where they wish to go, and stay on or get back on track. A junior note, “This is
helping me to figure out what to do with my life. I realize that I have options when I
graduate from high school.” Another student says, “It shows me where I am and where I
need to work harder. This helps to keep me focused on what classes I need to take. My
grades have also improved.” A college bound student, when asked how the learning
community initiative has helped her academically, states, “It has helped me to narrow
down what I want to major in when I go to college.” This student not only met with her
Advisory-Teacher outside of the Advisory period; she would meet with her after school.
Her Advisor-Teacher worked with her on her scholarship essays and helped her to
navigate the college process. There are also those students who are either unsure or
hesitant about attending a four-year school. An advisor asked if it is ok to provide a
student with information on community college or a two-year program. The advice given
is to expose a student to all their options and discuss the options with parent(s)-family
before making a decision.
During a focus group discussion, student shared a variety of views about Smaller
Learning Experiences. One student shared during the discussion,
It’s not helping me academically. My advisor isn’t one of my teachers. It would be
better if one of my core teachers was my advisor. The Advisory activities aren’t
related to academics. It’s stupid and pointless, just another part of the day. I sit
here and do nothing.
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Another student in the group agreed “I don’t like Advisory because it feels like it takes
away from my learning. It’s a period where I just sit and wait for my grades.” Another
shared in contrast to these comments during the focus group, “For me this has been ok,
but for some students they do it just because they have to.” While another notes “I think
I’m one of the few students who take it seriously. It may be important as the SLC
initiative progresses to develop some differentiated ways of offering SLCs that meet the
diverse needs and ways of interrelating of different students.
It is important for students to feel safe, acknowledged, and respected in the school
environment (Abdollahi & Noltemeyer, 2016) especially in this school through the roles
of Advisory-Teachers and Advisory time within the structure and relationships of
learning communities. This individual’s advisor made him feel safe and supported by
offering time, assistance, and availability outside of school time to accomplish critical
academic tasks. Extra advising support allowed him to continue feeling a part of the
school community and to achieve within his specific circumstances. At the same time,
it’s important to feel valued. This student was highly likely to feel valued when his
teammates created a way for him to continue participating during the athletic events. Due
to the circumstances of this students’ situation, he did not attend Advisory consistently.
He attended on the days he was present in school. He also met his counselor on a regular
basis. He was able to receive extra support from both his Advisory-Teacher and
counselor. Athletic peers of this student kept him involved even when he could not
participate in the sport. Valuable life learning and development happen through school
activities, facing adversity, and classes, including how we show relationality and support
when things do not go as planned.
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Advisory within Smaller Learning Communities
When Central High School committed to the Smaller Learning Community
initiative an Advisory period was added to the school schedule. Students were assigned to
work with an Advisory-Teacher within a study hall, individual mentoring class. In the
following two subsections, participants offer their perspectives on this Advisory class and
relationships.
Advisory-Teacher to Student Relationships
For once I feel like I wasn’t just thrown into the shuffle. My advisor (Advisory-Teacher)
took the time to explain everything before making decisions for next school year.
All Advisory-Teachers were given a caseload of Advisory students, usually about
20-25 students to create a smaller learning community within the SLC Pathways. In this
role, I refer to them as Advisory-Teachers because of their dual responsibilities. Advisory
was implemented at Central High School to provide adult mentors to students. The
Advisory-Teacher may or may not be a students’ teacher. Advisory-Teachers provide
guidance and support by establishing meaningful and consistent relationships. “My
advisory teacher doesn’t just check my grades. She asks how things are going in my other
classes.”
Advisory-Teachers meet with students twice a week, in a group format called
Advisory Class, and monitor their academic progress. Effective Advisor(s) who
consistently meet with each student, review grades, and provide help and suggestions
when a student isn’t doing well in one or more of their academic classes. “When my
advisory was checking my grades, she let me know that my grade dropped in English.
She actually does pay attention to our grades.”

HIGH SCHOOL REFORM

97

According to participants, Advisory-Teachers range in their effectiveness and
dedication to student success. Advisor(s) when they are at their best, provide constant
support, “having that support has really helped. It makes a difference.” A counselor gives
advice regarding options after high school “she told me that I have choices. There are
different things I can do. I still have time to figure it out.” A student says: “I’ve been able
to talk to her about many things. She is there for the students both academically and
personally.” While being an advisor is similar to what a guidance counselor does for
students, it is more personalized. At the time of this study, Central had four guidance
counselors to serve twenty-two hundred students. It is impossible for a counselor to
develop a personalized relationship with all the students on their caseloads. The
Advisory-Teachers provide another level of personalized student support through the
Smaller Learning Community initiative.
Participants talked often during interviews and focus groups about how much they
like their Advisory-Teachers and how they have made a difference in their educational
lives. A student commented, “It helps to know that there’s someone there to talk to about
academic things and to be able to bounce ideas off of as far what my future will be.” For
many students it is not easy to be open and honest when they are unsure of their place in
the school. Knowing that there is a particular adult to provide guidance is helpful. A
student elaborated,
“My Advisory-Teacher seems to really care and it helps having support. I’ve gone
through my freshman and sophomore year. I will do good because of the time in
Advisory. It gives people a chance to do good. I’m glad I had the chance to do this”
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While another states, “This has been a good experience. We have been a part of
this group since our freshman year.” A student with health issues stated, “She (AdvisoryTeacher) influenced me a lot after coming back from being sick. She helped a lot by
making me feel like I should be here.” This student discussed how her Advisory-Teacher
encouraged her and supported her in facing new challenges. Student success is dependent
on forming a caring relationship with an adult in the school (Antrop-Gonzalez & De
Jesus, 2006; Cleary & English, 2005; Rodriguez, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2006;
Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Wichterle Ort, 2008; Lee & Friedrich, 2007), and on
students believing they are treated fairly and are challenged academically (Cleary &
English, 2005). One student noted, “I feel that Advisory is helpful because all day we
have to do so much work and that class (Advisory) gave us the opportunity to finish work
and get a break.”
As educators we don’t always know when a student is struggling or needs help.
One student explained this, “I have academically succeeded throughout the years by
having the fear of failure drilled into my mind. Having a period for studying purposes,
such as Advisory, is extremely useful.” Underclassmen tend to struggle more than
upperclassmen as they continue to adjust to the expectations and requirements of high
school. One student describes how her advisor has become a mentor, “My advisor has
been very helpful; my student success has improved.”
There are unfortunately some Advisory-Teachers who do not check grades, do not
provide academic support, and who have students do whatever they want during
Advisory. A student who had this type of Advisory-Teacher states,
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“My freshman year was the worst. I think if my advisor was on top of my grades, I
would have gotten better grades. I know it’s not all their responsibility but that is
what the advisor is for to make sure you’re keeping up.”
There are also those students, who feel as one student remarked “I don’t need this
kind of help; I can figure this stuff out on my own.” Some exploration into the varying
needs among students would benefit from study and perhaps some flexibility in Advisory
and SLC initiatives. Yet in the end, most student participants shared ways that their
relationships with Advisory-Teachers really matter.
My advisor influenced my academic achievement by assisting me with my school
work and reminding me of my grades. They alert me if anything looks out of place
and it has worked so far. I have straight A’s because of him.
Student-to Student Relationships
Not only are adult relationships a significant factor, peer-relationships are just as
important. A freshman talked about adjusting to the high school environment and the
importance of friends, “Being in high school is easier with the help of my friends…”.
“When students have friends and positive relationships with their peers, they will feel a
stronger sense of belonging” (Ma, 2003) and be more likely to stay in school and achieve.
“I think keeping the same advisor is a good idea. The advisor is worried about
your grades and how they can help you to get them up. I also like working with
other students in Advisory. I’ve learned things from other students in here.”
Yet student-to-student relationships also need facilitation by school professionals
to develop initially and to sustain over time. A counselor states “We are able to provide a
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support system to help the student community to improve and to work together to see
where their downfalls are and to help them work that out.”
“It was cool because everyone had the same advisor for two years. The teacher
knows everybody and how everybody works. It’s easier to do things and not having to
start all over. It also is nice to be able to stay with the same group. We are all friends.”
In hindsight I realize I should have probed more deeply regarding student-tostudent relationships. I did not consider how powerful those relationships can be. I
definitely recommend that including more research and questioning would have been
beneficial.
A Need for Ongoing Advisory Communities and Relationships
Throughout the ten years of the SLC initiative at the time of my study, the setup
of Advisory has varied from Advisory-Teachers keeping their group all four years to
advisors switching their group each year. Teachers are adamant in the belief that keeping
the same group of Advisory students is most beneficial. One teacher remarked regarding
a particular class, “I had the same group all four years. I got to know them one hundred
percent individually. I got to know their parents. I watched them grow every year.” He
described how his students knew what he would do if their grades started to drop. He
shared what a particular student told him: “I know my grade is down. I’ll get it up by
Friday. Just please don’t call my mom.” That teacher believes that the relationships he
formed with that group not only provided a sense of belonging but also a sense of
ownership. He stated, “Advisory is a great time for bonding and helping kids develop that
ownership. They’re excited to have that.” Another has a similar view regarding keeping
the same group of students.
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I think it’s incredibly important. I had a group for three years. I felt I had the
most success with those kids. I felt a commitment to them and them to me. It takes
a while to build a community.
A veteran teacher notes “When I’ve kept my Advisory kid’s year after year, I’ve
developed a very strong rapport with them and a rapport with the parents as well.” A
student shared similarly, there is a commonly held belief among both student and
Advisory-Teacher participants that the consistency of staying with the same advisor is
helpful. Several students here discuss the importance of this consistency.
“Having the same advisor to follow you is really helpful. I had someone I could
connect with and it really helped knowing they’re going to be there next year and
they will be able to carry on from where I left off.”
A student who did not have the same advisor the following year states,
“When you have a new teacher and a new group (of students) the dynamic
changes and you have to start over. When it’s the same group everybody knows
everybody already.”
In an era of uncertainty where a pandemic and school shootings have occurred
throughout the country it is especially important for students to feel a sense of safety.
This generation of students has readily available access to what is occurring in the world
due to social media and advanced technology. Combined with other factors such as
poverty, broken families, substance abuse, and illness, a sense of belonging is an
important aspect for the success and well-being of students (Ma, 2003). This includes
feelings of acceptance, respect, support, safety and inclusion within the school setting
from both adults and peers (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).
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At the same time, it’s important to feel valued. Most will find school to be
meaningful when they believe that are valued (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). This was
discussed by a student, “I’m here to help teachers improve. I like when teachers ask, how
can I improve?” Renowned psychologist Abraham Maslow stated, “the need of
belonging has to be satisfied before other needs can be fulfilled” (Maslow, 1962). When a
student feels a sense of belonging it has an impact on their motivation and effort to do
well academically (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). This notion was explained by a student,
“When you feel like you’re a part of something and that someone truly cares about you it
makes you want to work harder.”
Academic motivation can come from an intrinsic and individual drive. It can also
be a product of an individual’s social and personal relationships (Goodenow & Grady,
1993). The relationship an Advisory-Teacher builds with their students can produce a
relationship which personalizes the environment which is conducive to learning. A
student in his senior year discusses belonging in the sense of having an Advisory-Teacher
he can be close to and count on, “I was pretty close with my advisor. My advisor knew if
I was struggling and I’d come in early or during lunch to get help.” Creating a
community culture of belonging requires that professionals become student centered,
“This has probably been one of my best years in the past five to ten years because I’ve
changed my thinking. This year with what we’ve been doing to make it student centered.”
Themes
Several themes emerged through a process of analyzing student and faculty
narratives gathered during semi-structured individual and focus group interviews.
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Themes that emerged from the data included: sense of belonging, community, and
academic achievement.
Sense of Belonging – Students
The teachers could be more caring so the students can feel like they belong. Teachers can
improve on how they approach subjects and students
In a typical school year, there is the new kid (or in many instances the student
who has always attended Central elementary and middle schools) who is quiet, sits by
themself during lunch and doesn’t make eye contact. Sometimes this type of student will
find their niche and will learn to belong. Other times this type of student will continue to
withdraw and may try to navigate the process on their own. A student talks about the new
student who goes to sit outside instead of coming the cafeteria.
“I had seen her a few times in the courtyard by herself. After seeing her a few
times, I went and asked her if she wanted to hang out with me and my friends. She said
yes right away. After that she kept eating lunch with us every day.”
It can be difficult to assist this type of student as they do not easily open up and
often prefer to remain closed off. “Some students are able to make friends quickly and
others just keep to themselves. I always appreciate when a student is willing to reach out
to another student.” What becomes of this type of student beyond high school? When
students are unable to feel a sense of belonging or do not believe they are valued by the
school community it is likely that they will be disengaged, could become an at-risk
student, and may drop out of school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Conversely, another
new student comes in knowing other students or doesn’t know anyone but is outgoing
and makes friends easily. This student often gets involved and begins to fit in. Some of
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this is natural and healthy, the comfort and norms of introverts and extroverts (Briggs
Meyers, 1962), yet relationships, whether a few or many are important to all. Smaller
Learning Communities and Advisory are meant to provide supportive contexts for
relationship building and support. Students who have an easier time interacting with other
students and teachers tend to have a strong self-esteem which in turn results in having a
strong sense of belonging (Ma, 2003). When a student feels supported by a teacher they
are more likely to be engaged in school. One participating teacher makes sense of this,
“Relationships in general are huge in helping students to be successful. That connection
is important for both teachers and students.” When a student can connect with an adult in
school, they are more likely to sustain motivation in school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).
This is brought to life by a student in my study, “My advisor kept me on task and helped
me to keep up with my work. I couldn’t get lazy.” Another student shared, “They get to
know who you are, how you respond to certain things, and what works best for you.
Students who feel a sense of belonging, perceive teacher interest as high, and
have a connection to school are less likely to drop out of school (Christle, Jolivette, &
Nelson, 2007). Students who were interviewed shared these sentiments. One student
comments “I feel that the one-on-one time with my teacher (Advisory-Teacher) is
important. He cares about my education.” Students with a solid perception of belonging
have a more positive attitude towards academics (Abdollahi & Noltemeyer, 2016). This
idea resonates with a particular student who states, “I’ve had really good teachers who
could push me.” Another says “It really makes a difference if you have a teacher who
cares about you and is willing to help you and you’re not just another student. This is
what my Advisory-Teacher does.”
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A student interviewed expressed the feeling of, “…being part of a group.” Many
felt that this was one of the most important aspects of Smaller Learning Communities.
and is helpfully reflected by a sophomore,
“I feel more comfortable in smaller groups. It’s more individualized. Being in this
group helps me to feel as if I belong. We all have things in common. Students feel like
they belong somewhere and not like we are just being in a high school that’s very large.”
Programs such as Advisory, which promote the development of relationships, are
an important element of keeping kids in school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). “Freshmen
and sophomore year my Advisory was good with keeping us focused on our goals. Those
two years I felt like the goals mattered and what I was doing would help me. He, teacher,
saw the potential I had.” Knowing there is the opportunity to get help is beneficial to
students, “School is hard and a lot of people struggle. The advisor should be the person
you can talk to.” Another student states, “When you need help it gives you that extra time
in the day to come in and get help.” Conversely another student reflects “My sophomore
year we talked about how Advisory was pointless but it really wasn’t, it shouldn’t have
been. I think our advisor could have helped us more but we should have appreciated that
our advisor was trying.”
When students are able to develop relationships with teachers and peers it
produces a sense of belonging in school which in turn impacts academic achievement
(Abdollahi & Noltemeyer, 2016). A student notes “When I know a teacher wants me to
succeed it really helps to make you feel important and that my future is important.” When
a student feels a personal connection to an adult in school, they are more likely to enjoy
school (Gillen-O’Neil & Fulgni, 2012). “When you have that teacher to be there for you
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it helps.” For many students the idea that there is someone at school who keeps on eye on
them is helpful. A student states, “I like that my advisor checks my grades and helps you
to focus on what you need to do.” When the advisor follows the student, it enhances the
relationship. This is reiterated by a student “They follow you throughout the years. They
know your strengths and weaknesses.” Another says “It’s better to have an advisor who
knows you.” A student recognizes how she didn’t take advantage of Advisory. “When I
was a freshman, I didn’t think I needed help. “I think it would have helped me a lot if I
would have utilized that time (Advisory).” While another did take advantage of the
opportunity “Advisory was a time to catch up.”
Advisory-Teachers have recognized what this initiative has provided for students.
One Advisory-Teacher notes, “Students have ownership and having a strong group of
leaders, as far as the teachers, to really makes kids feel important as if they belong.”
When a teacher fosters a sense of belonging in their classroom a student is more likely to
do what is required of them in that class (Ma, 2003). A teacher encourages this in her
Advisory, “Being able to have those relationships when they can speak openly to you and
they know that there’s no judgment. You’re there to help them to be successful
academically and in some cases personally.”
“The belonging in this team, you want to contribute as much as you can.”
A counselor who began with the first freshmen academy explained,
For a lot of these kids coming in, especially freshmen, being a part of something
is important. They don’t have to look to outside influences to be part of something
which is one of the big gang issues. When they need something to be a part of,
they have something in this school.”
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From a participant perspective, when a student believes that a teacher cares about them it
sustains their resilience and helps them to achieve.
Sense of Belonging – Staff
“The last seven years have changed the way I’ve taught (referring to
teacher collaboration through learning communities). It changes your
mindset. Now working collaboratively it’s huge professionally by
changing with the times. I think kids have benefitted from that”
-

Advisory-Teacher

While there has been a shift in how students perceive a sense of belonging there
has also been a shift for the adults, “Not only has this provided a feeling of cohesiveness
amongst the students, it has also done the same for the staff.” A veteran teacher explains,
“I feel like I have some support and I can trade ideas with other staff members.” While
teachers still have department meetings, they also have collaboration meetings. Building
a collaborative culture within the school is vital to improving student achievement
(DuFour, et. al., 2006). An Advisory-teacher shares, “I think we’re stronger in sense of
belonging with staff and much more cohesive. By putting student achievement at the top
of the list, it’s part of changing the culture. We’re not one person alone anymore.” This is
similar to the notion that those who attain higher levels of sense of belonging in school
are more likely to be more academically goal oriented which in turn increases academic
achievement (Abdollahi & Noltemeyer, 2016).
An important component of Smaller Learning Communities is the concept of
Advisory-Teacher collaboration. “The purpose of collaboration is to help more students
achieve at higher levels” (Dufour et. al., 2006). For those Advisory-Teachers who teach
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the same subject or the same grade level the notion is for them to work together to
improve academic achievement. An Advisory-Teacher states, “We are working to
collaborate with common assessments. Working together rather than just doing our own
thing.”
A veteran teacher offers several insights:
“We’re all collaborating, we’re on the same page.”
This same teacher admits:
“It’s a bit challenging, coming out of my own safety and comfort zone by
listening to other teachers and having them helping me. I have to learn all new
stuff.”
and,
“Teachers are starting to feel a belonging with each other.”
As time goes by, the changes of collaboration helped to provide a sense of belonging for
the staff as well. Another believes,
“The collaboration throughout the years has changed the way I’ve personally
taught. When you see things work for other teachers it changes your mindset.
Going from old traditional to collaboration it really was a change because of the
learning community. I see the benefits of it. “
This teacher also states: “. . . collaboration is huge professionally by changing with the
times.” Students and Advisory-Teachers benefit from collaboration among professionals.
Support for teachers is also important to encourage working together as well as to
have time for their own reflections, planning, and development of ideas. Early
release/professional days have been devoted to the development of learning communities
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and teachers are able to collaborate which is vital to success (Borjian, 2008). One teacher
notes “It has helped that some of our staff meetings and early release days are devoted to
planning and organizing for Advisory days.”
Community
“If there is an issue with one kid, we all see it and can work with
that kid individually, as a group of teachers, which is more powerful than
one teacher trying to do it alone”
Throughout the years the concept of parent/teacher conferences that are
implemented in elementary school have been implemented at the secondary level. Twice
a year at Central, Advisory-Teachers conduct parent teacher conferences with the
families of their Advisory students which allows them with another method to provide
meaningful support and guidance (Borjian, 2008; Cleary & English, 2005). These
conferences also provide opportunities for the parent-family community to come into the
school to have conversations with Advisory-Teachers and staff. A teacher notes, “The
parent conferences have invited a stronger connection to the community.” While another
feels,
“There is a double-edged sword. Parents aren’t meeting with the actual teachers
(referring to the students’ teachers). Parents get frustrated because they can’t see
the teacher that their kid is having a problem with. But it’s just high school
organization.”
So, this may be something to consider improving.
Fostering connections with the community in other ways are also important. A
student discusses the advice received from his advisor.
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“I’ve received the most information from my advisor on what I want to do after
high school than from anyone else. He has had me talk to people in our
community, sent me emails with information, and has told me what the job of
social work is.”
Community takes several forms in relation to Smaller Learning Communities. A
teacher at the school shares about Advisory-Teacher community, “you have the support
of other teachers; you have somebody that can help you with a kid.” Another talks about
Student to Advisory-Teacher community, “the whole concept of learning communities
has pushed me to really get to know my kids.” And earlier, discussion of community
connections developing between Advisory-Teachers with families/parents as well as
student connections with the local community. While the initiative continues to move
forward today, a participating Advisory-teacher from the study remarked, “Discomfort is
where community comes in because we cling to each other and move forward because we
rely on each other.”
Academic Achievement
There have been instances where one of my advisory students asks for help
with his mathematics homework. I’m not a mathematics teacher but tried to help
him. Another advisory student saw me struggling. He offered to help the student.”
Students tend to have a more positive attitude toward school and have
higher levels of academic achievement if they feel a sense of belonging in school
(Allen & Bowles, 2012). “The help I got from my advisory teacher helped me to
feel better about school.” When students are involved and engaged in learning
they tend to have a more positive experience in school. A teacher admitted that
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getting to know her students well through SLCs and the Advisories, put her in a
position to provide more academic guidance and support. “Working with my
group of students during Advisory has helped me to realize I can help students
academically and personally. Another teacher reiterates this notion by stating, “I
used to think I’m doing my job; my kids are good. But now I’m realizing it’s all
the kids. I know all the kids can learn.”
Many of the challenges of freshman year become detrimental through
students’ perception that they do not fit in. This in turn impacts academic
achievement. One student note, “My advisor has encouraged me to challenge
myself by signing up for AP classes next year. I wasn’t sure if I could handle it
but he has offered to help me if I need it.” A student discussed how much it means
that her advisor believes she is capable of taking AP courses “She believes in me
and my ability to achieve academically.” Another states “It shows me where I am,
where I need to work harder, and what classes I need to take. My grades have also
improved.” While another says, “The help I got from my Advisory-Teacher has
helped me the most to achieve academically and my student success has
improved.”
As teachers don’t necessarily have their Advisory students in their classes,
some students believe it doesn’t make sense to have an Advisory-Teacher that’s
not one of their academic teachers. Conversely another states, “it doesn’t matter if
my advisor isn’t one of my teachers. He has influenced me by asking about
grades, checking if I have missing assignments and making sure I’m turning in
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my work.” Another student states “For me this has been ok, but for some students
they do it just because they have to.”
Academic achievement is positively influenced as Advisory-Teachers
work regularly with students to assist them navigate learning, classes, the details
of schooling, and their own developing sense of self and self-confidence as
students and learners. A student discusses how she had difficulties in math. “My
Advisory-Teacher is also a mathematics teacher and mathematics is not my best
subject. She helped me understand a lot. With her help my mathematics grade
improved.” When a teacher supports and believes in a student the student will
tend to work for that teacher because they like the teacher. A freshman recalls the
assistance she received when her Advisory-Teachers explained the importance of
grades and credits. “My advisor influences my academic achievement by assisting
me with my schoolwork and reminding me of my grades and earning credits. I
didn’t understand how important credits are and having to pass my classes to get
them.”
SLC and Advisory are influenced by student and teacher actions and
perceptions as well as on their individual needs and ways of learning and
navigating school. A teacher discusses the difference in grades for those who take
the Advisory time seriously.
“I have the Advisory students who are ready to show me their grades as
soon as they walk in the door. After we review grades, those same students
either finish assignments from other classes or study. It’s no surprise that
they have excellent grades”.
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A student notes, “I think I’m one of the few students who take it seriously.” A
teacher states “I think the kids have benefitted from this because there is more of
a focus on student achievement. The achievement is more of a priority. We want
them to learn at high levels.” Yet again, engaging students in their own learning,
navigation of school, and achievement is also something Advisory-Teachers can
teach and facilitate among students. Having professionals share strategies on
engaging students over time is important to the effectiveness of SLCs.
The influence of SLCs and Advisory goes beyond academic achievement
within high school. A college bound student, when asked how the learning
community initiative has helped her academically, states “it has helped me to
narrow down what I want to major in when I go to college.” This student is a
junior. She has conversations with her advisor regarding college, admission
requirements and answering various questions that she has. Her Advisory-Teacher
is able to provide information from her point of view based on their
advisor/student relationship. She also has similar conversations with her
counselor. Her counselor can provide specific information regarding college
admission requirements for the schools the student is interested in, scholarships,
and financial aid. Having multiples modes of academic support can be beneficial
for students personally and academically.
Summary
Overall, based on participant insights and narratives, experiences in
Smaller Learning Communities, Advisory, and the relationships that students
developed with their Advisory-Teachers are primarily positive. It’s important for
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students to develop positive relationships with adults in high school. When the
teacher/student relationship is mutually respectful and collaborative it produces
constructive relationships which in turn enhances sense of belonging and
academic achievement. My study suggests that these important relationships have
been enhanced at Central High School through the Smaller Learning
Communities initiative.
Chapter five fouses on summarizing what I learned in relation to my
guiding research questions as well as recommendations for practice, how I can
serve as a transformational leader to disseminate what I have learned to encourage
further development of Smaller Learning Communities, and recommendations for
future research.

Chapter 5
Throughout time schools have implemented various initiatives to maximize
student success. Learning communities emphasize the commitment that all students can
learn. High school is a process of learning and developing into a young adult. It is one of
the last steps a person makes before moving into an adult world. Educators, Parents,
Family, and Community engage in a collaborative process to assist students in finding
their way into adulthood.
Students traverse through various achievements and obstacles along the way.
They form important relationships, increase their learning, and develop along the way.
While many students are able to achieve this easily there are others who struggle through
school. Various reform initiatives are implemented in education with the goal of
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increasing academic achievement and sense of belonging and Central High School in
New Mexico has been applying career pathway organized Small Learning Community
centered around an Advisory class and community, as its primary strategy for ten years. It
is important that students feel supported in their quest to earn a high school diploma and
SLC Advisories at Central High School were the focus of my study. The research
question that guided my qualitative case study was, “What are student and staff
perspectives on the influence of smaller learning communities on sense of belonging
and academic achievement.” I employed interviews and focus groups with students and
educators at Central High School as well as a few alums and professional alums to gather
narratives.
What I Learned in Relation to this Research Question
Through my study I examined the effects of the Learning Communities initiative
at Central High School. The goal was to explore the impact that learning communities
had on academic achievement and sense of belonging from the perspectives of students
and staff. My study allowed the examination of this initiative through student and staff
perceptions which provided insight and feedback from those who have been directly
impacted by this initiative. Both staff and students shared varying perspectives of
learning process.
I learned that the impact Advisory-Teachers have on students is extremely
significant. The role of Advisory-Teacher is primarily that of support. Students attend
Advisory twice a week. The Advisory-Teacher reviews the students’ weekly grades,
checks for missing assignments, and provides assistance. For the students it is a time to
work on assignments, make up missing work, or a time to study. While it is important for
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students to develop a positive relationship with all of their teachers, the relationship with
the Advisory-Teacher is slightly different. In a regular class the teacher is responsible for
approximately 25-35 students per class. The teacher may assign work to complete in
class, students may listen to a lecture and follow up with an assignment, students might
work collaboratively in a group setting, or be given an assignment to complete in class.
Depending on the day and period the teacher may or may not have time to check in with
students or to have a simple conversation. Advisory instead provides the AdvisoryTeacher time and flexibility to check in with students, monitor assignments and progress,
and provide that extra level of support. The notion is that students will develop a sense of
belonging with their advisor. In turn if the student develops a sense of belonging it can
produce a positive impact on their academic achievement.
Students do not receive class assignments in Advisory. This time is helpful as it
gives students the opportunity to work on assignments from other classes during the
Advisory period. For those who have medical conditions or are just behind, Advisory
provides that time to catch up. For those involved in sports or activities it allows for a bit
of a break during the school day. For underclassmen it allows for collaboration to reflect
and understand the high school structure. For upperclassmen it provides time for students
to make plans for the future; planning to continue their education, filling out college
applications, finding a job, or taking a break. It is also an opportunity to meet with their
counselor to discuss any of the above. Without these Advisories within Smaller Learning
Communities at Central, teachers may not be able to continue with teacher collaboration.
The scheduled time of Advisory works within the daily schedule. Insights from
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participants suggest that SLCs and their even smaller Advisories have influenced sense of
belonging and academic achievement among students in several ways as follows.
In a smaller community such as Central it is easier to establish relationships with
those in the community as with the school community. Many of these students come
from multiple generations. These generations of students have attended Central High
since it was a one room schoolhouse. Over time the population has grown. With that
came more students. The students of Central have achieved various levels of academic
achievement. There are achievements of teachers and staff getting to know their students
and helping them to achieve academically as well as in life. There are those who are able
to help students learn basic concepts. Teachers are collaborating to create curriculum
maps, lesson plans, and common assessments. They each contribute as they work
together to educate students.
Recommendations for Professional Practice
The following are recommendations for practice based on what I learned from my
study on Smaller Learning Communities at Central High School
Improved Advisory-Teacher Accountability Process & System
My study findings suggest there is a great deal of positivity among AdvisoryTeachers yet there are also those who are not doing what they need to be doing to work
with students. Both student and Advisory-Teacher participants shared that some teachers
track, advise, guide, and encourage students while others leave students on their own. It
would be beneficial for administration to regularly visit Advisory classes to offer support
and to later offer helpful suggestions over time to Advisory-Teachers. These visits can be
observational visits. It’s important for students and Advisory-Teachers to see
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administrators visiting all classrooms as well as being visible in hallways and the
cafeteria. Encouraging interactions strengthen teacher/student communication as well as
the climate of the school. Advisory-Teachers will also benefit from suggestions and
training garnered through these visits as well as through conversations with students and
Advisory-Teachers
Process & System Revisit Purpose, Structure, and Focus of SLCs and Advisory
I recommend that administrative leaders revisit the reason why learning
communities were implemented initially on a yearly basis as well as to facilitate the
school community revisiting. This could be facilitated from conversations with staff and
students. The principal could meet with the SLC administrative team to revisit the initial
goals and structure of Smaller Learning Communities and Advisory. From there
department teams could take inventory of practices and procedures to determine efficacy.
Strategies and suggestions for improvement could be gathered from Advisory-Teachers,
students, and families to create a well-rounded understanding and consideration for
improvements and focus. Shared decisions about improvements and focus would be
helpful to smooth and effective improvement over time.
Develop Retention Efforts for Sustaining Leadership
Central High has experienced numerous turnovers in administration throughout
the years. This change has resulted in much inconsistency to include the influence that
changing leadership has had on SLCs and Advisory. Leadership has been an issue
throughout the years before and during the learning community initiative. During my
tenure at Central High, I witnessed nine principles and thirty-two assistant principals
come and go. This makes it difficult to remain consistent with not only the Smaller
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Learning Community initiative but also with daily, monthly, and yearly duties and
practices.
Implications/Recommendations for Future Research
As I progressed through my study, several areas stood out as additional areas of
research that would be helpful to understanding and improving Smaller Learning
Communities. They include the following:
Study on Teacher Buy in to Learning Communities
A qualitative study of teachers who have buy in, and those who do not, would
assist to develop understanding of their perspectives, suggestions, insights, and needs.
This would be help improve and perhaps transform the use of learning communities at
Central and other high schools. Conducting more individual interviews and focus groups
would produce more data. Also including more participants from various ethnicities and
backgrounds.
Study to Understand Student-to-Student Relationships within Advisories/SLCs
A qualitative study of student-to-student relationships to include perspectives and
experiences of students as well as Advisory-Teachers within their Smaller Learning
Community and Advisory relationships. This could be especially beneficial if it included
some focus on areas of informal relationship development, peer mentoring, academic
discussions, and mutual support. This study would also benefit from exploring how
various Advisory-Teachers facilitate, develop, and help sustain student-to-student
relationships. Utilization of focus group interviews and individual interviews from grades
9 through 12 as well as observations of Advisory at the beginning, middle, and end of the
semester would be helpful to explore developing and sustaining relationships between
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students. A longitudinal study over several years, following the same Advisories over
time would be especially beneficial.
Summary
Qualitative findings of Smaller Learning Communities show that relationships
can produce a positive and productive learning environment. Learning Communities
provide an environment of inclusion and collaboration. The impact on relationships is
dependent on a caring environment. The implementation of Advisory provided an
opportunity for students to form relationships with a group of students and Advisory
teacher.
Recommendations:
- A deeper dive study into student to student belonging and facilitation this within
Smaller Learning Communities.
- Initiate a practice to make it more systematically discussed.
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Appendix A

Individual Interview Student Questions
1. What impact does the learning community have on your overall educational
experiences?
Ø What is helpful to your success as a student?
Ø What is helpful to your academic achievement?
Ø What is helpful to your learning?
2. How has the intervention/study hall period impacted your academics?
3. What role has your advisor played in your education?
Ø What difference has it made for you to have the same advisor during
your time in high school?
Ø How has it made a difference that your advisor conducts your
parent/teacher conferences in the fall and spring?
Ø What is your relationship like with your advisor?
Ø How has your advisor helped you academically? How have they not?
What else would be helpful? Have they been a barrier to your
academic success in any way?
4. What does it mean to you to be a part of this learning community?
Ø Has the learning community environment made a difference when you
are struggling in school?
Ø Do you tend to turn to other students? Your advisor? Teachers?
Others?
5. In what ways do you feel a sense of belonging in your learning community? In
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what ways do you not?
Ø How does your sense of belonging influence your success and academic
achievement in high school?
6. What could we add or change to make the learning communities better?
7. Is there anything you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the learning
community that I didn’t know to ask?
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Appendix B
Staff Questions

1. What does it mean to you, as a staff member, to be a part of this learning
community?
Ø What does it mean to be a part of a process that is focused on student
success and achievement?
2. In what ways do you see a sense of belonging among students in your learning
community? In ways do you not?
Ø How does this sense of belonging influence student success and
achievement in high school?
Ø Has it provided an opportunity for your students to achieve their academic
goals?
3. What does your role as a student advisor mean to you?
Ø What difference do you think it makes to student success and achievement
for students to have the same advisor throughout their time in high school?
Ø What does it mean to be a part of building relationships and supporting
students?
Ø What does it mean to be a part of long-term advising for your students
during their high school years?
Ø How do parent/teacher conferences influence student success and
achievement among your Advisory students?
4. In Smaller Learning Communities Advisory was assigned by career cluster, in
Professional Learning Communities it has been by grade level. From your
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perspectives as an advisor what are the benefits and limitations of each in relation to
students’ sense of belonging, academic achievement, and overall success in high school?
5. How has the intervention/study hall, within the learning community process,
impacted your students in relation to their academic achievement and overall success?
Ø Has it provided an opportunity for your students to achieve their academic
goals?
6. What impact has teacher collaboration within the learning community structure had
on student achievement and sense of belonging?
7. Within learning communities how has your understanding of student achievement
changed? How has your understanding of sense of belonging changed?
Ø Within learning communities how has your understanding of Advisory
changed?
Ø How has this impacted student achievement?
8. Have you found there to be a difference between the Smaller and Professional
Learning Community concepts?
Ø What have you found similar?
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Appendix C

Focus Group (Advisory Group) Questions
1. When you look back over the years in your learning community what has helped
you the most to achieve academically? What has not been helpful?
2. How has your academic advisor influenced your academic achievement? Sense of
belonging? Overall student success?
3. What ideas do you have to improve learning communities for future students in
the areas of: academic achievement? Sense of belonging? Overall student
success?

